







The god-intoxicated twelve Vaisnava 
Saints of South India popularly known as 
Alvars, who lived between fifth and eighth 
centuries A.D. represent a significant phase 
of Vaisnava Philosophy and Religion 
which provided a solid foundation for the 
development of the system of Visistadvaita 
Vedanta in the hands of Ramanuja and 
his illustrious successors. They have 
bequeathed a rich heritage for the 
posterity in the form of four thousand 
devotional Tamil hymns collectively 
known as NaIdyira-Divyaprabandham, replete 
with philosophical and theological 
teachings. This book attempts to present 
these teachings as contained in the 
original hymns in a systematic manner 
against the background of the Vedanta as 
reflected in the Upanisads, Agamas and 
selected Vaisnava Puranas, without 
bringing the sectarian and theological 
views that came to be developed by the 
commentators in the post-Ramanuja 
period. Based on the original source 
material, the Philosophy and Mysticism 
of the Alvars is discussed, fully supported 
by textual authority, under six broad 
headings: Doctrine of the Ultimate Reality 
(paratattva) , Doctrine of God ( Isvara ), 
Doctrine of the Individual Self (Jivdtman ), 
Doctrine of Sddhana , Doctrine of the 
Supreme Goal ( paramarpurusdrtha) and 
Theistic Mysticism. This volume makes 
available for the first time in English a 
comprehensive and authoritative exposition 
of the Philosophy and Mysticism of the Alvars. 
The book will be highly useful for the 
students of comparative religion for an 
indepth study of Vaisnavism in general and 
the Alvars in particular. 
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FOREWORD 


The celebrated Vaisnava saints of South India, known as Alvars, not 
only heralded a significant movement of devotion but prepared the 
ground for a great philosophical system, later crystallized by the 
eminent Ac ary as, Nathamuni, Yamuna and Ramanuja. They provided 
the springs from which the waters of ecstatic devotion and intuitive 
wisdom gushed out to form a mighty stream. 

The Vaisnava movement in South India gathered momentum 
when the Pallavas established their empire here. The Alvars were 
itinerant saints who contributed to the religious renaissance in 
the Pallava, Pandya and Chola countries. They witnessed the rise 
and fall of principalities in these countries and passed through 
times which were tumultous. But their sole concern was the one 
Ultimate Reality (paratattva), beyond time and space, whom they 
called Visnu. The twelve Alvars sang the glory of this Supreme 
Deity in the Tamil hymns collectively known as Nalayira Divya- 
prabandham. They moved about extensively and propagated the 
religious philosophy of total surrender to Godhead. Living between 
the fifth and eighth centuries a.d., they visited Visnu shrines in 
Tonda-nadu, Pandi-nadu, Vada-nadu and Sola-nadu and celebrated 
the glory of these shrines in the Tamil hymnology. 

There are frequent references in this Hymnoloy (Prabandham) 
to the Vedic mantras being recited in the shrines the Alvars visited 
and of fire-rituals being performed. The Alvars appear to regard the 
worship of Visnu as well within the fold of Vedic culture. Those 
were the days when the temple-culture had unmistakable align¬ 
ment with the Vedic framework. The Pandyas who were avid temple 
builders were Vedic in their affiliation. They performed great yagas 
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and also built temples like the one at Virakerala vinnagar (Visnu- 
grha). 

The Alvars represent the phase of synthesis of the Vedic outlook 
and the Agama ideology. The philosophy which the Prabandham 
contains, therefore, would mark an important phase in the evo¬ 
lution of Indian philosophical thought. Books like Divyasuri-carita 
(by Garudavahana pandita, said to be Ramanuja's contemporary) 
and Guru-parampara-prabhavam (by Alagiya-perumal-jiyar), 
contain only the biography of the Alvars or legendary accounts 
of their lives. The first attempt to bring out he philosophical 
teachings contained in the hymns was made by the Vaisnava 
Acaryas of the post-Ramanuja period in their commentaries on 
them written mostly in manipravala (Tamil language interspersed 
with Sanskrit), the earliest one being by Tirukkurukaipiran Pillan, 
a direct disciple of Ramanuja. Attempts were made in more recent 
years to present some aspects of the philosophy of the Alvars by 
a few modem scholars like A. Govindacharya (Divine Wisdom of 
the Dravida Saints). J.S.M. Hooper (Hymns of the'Alvars), K.C. 
Varadachari (Alvars of South India) and N. Subba Reddiar (Re¬ 
ligion and philosophy of Nalayiram). But these attempts have not 
been very successful; they fail to carry clarity and conviction to the 
open-minded but earnest student of philosophy. 

The first attempt in this direction to focus attention on the 
philosophical theories in the works of the Alvars, bereft of reli¬ 
gious or sectarian sidetracking, has been made by Dr. S.M. 
Srinivasa Chari. He has had the advantage of studying the 
Prabandham and Vedanta under traditional scholars for long years 
and of being equipped with the modem methods of study and 
research. A keen student endowed with critical faculty, he has 
been able to separate the grain from the husk. He has gone into 
the depths of the Tamil compositions of the Alvars and commen¬ 
taries on them, to discover the philosophy that is characteristic 
of the Alvars, and to distinguish it from theistic mysticism. 

The Alvars had their intuitive apprehension of the Ultimate Re¬ 
ality (para-tattva ), of the Godhead within man's approach, of the 
nature of the soul bound as well as yearning to be freed and of 
the spiritual discipline that leads the soul to the supreme goal. 
Dr. Chari has presented all these doctrines comprehensively with 
remarkable clarity, analytical skill and profound understanding. 
Scholars who have already been acquainted with his work on the 
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Philosophy, Theology and Religious Discipline of Vaisnavism, will 
find the present work a competent supplement to the former 
work. 

While Dr. Chari is in fact a traditional scholar, his approach 
to the academic and sectarian controversies like that with regard to 
the value of Prabandham vis-a-vis the authority of the Vedanta, 
distinguishes him as an impartial, critical and rational thinker. 
The Alvars have at last found an exponent of their, philosophy, 
who can do abundant justice to their inspired utterances, and 
who can feel sympathetically with themselves. Like the Alvars, 
who were so called because they dived deep into the ecstatic 
experiences consequent on direct encounter with Godhead, Dr. 
Chari has dived deep into their compositions. He now invites us 
to share his findings. 

I am sure we will richly rewarded. 


S.K. Ramachandra Rao 


Vidyalankara, Sastrachudamani, Vedanta-nidhi, 
Sangita-kalaratan Prof. S.K. Ramachandra Rao. 

Formerly Prof. Nimhans and Bangalore University, 
President Silpa-Kala-Pratishthana and Visiting 
Faculty, National Institute of Advanced Studies, 
Indian Institute of Science, Bangalore. 



PREFACE 


This book is devoted to the study of the Tamil hymns of the Vaisnava 
Saints of South India known as Alvars who lived between the 6th 
and 8th centuries of the Christian era. Its main objective is to present 
the philosophical and theological teachings as contained in the 
hymns and to evaluate the extent to which they have contributed 
to the Visistadvaita Vedanta and Vaisnava Theology as expounded 
at a later period by Ramanuja and his successors. Right from the 
time of Nathamuni (9th century), the Vaisnava Acaryas have given 
great importance to the four thousand hymns of twelve Alvars 
collectively known as Ndldyira Dizn/aprabandham. They have accorded 
to it a status equal to that of the Sanskrit Veda as it contains the 
quintessence of the Vedic teachings. Except for some sporadic at¬ 
tempts to render the hymns into English and a few general studies 
of some aspects of the teachings of the Alvars, there is no single 
book in English that presents in a systematic manner the Philoso¬ 
phy and Mysticism of the Alvars comprehensively. The present at¬ 
tempt is intended to meet this requirement. 

The poetical compositions of the God-intoxicated Saints com¬ 
prise mostly devotional songs in praise of the glory of God and 
do not as such discuss philosophical and theological doctrines in 
a sequential order. In view of this, it is generally believed that 
these poems contain little philosophy and are intended to pro¬ 
mote the bhakti movement. Though such a view may be partly 
true in respect of the hymns of some Alvars, it is not applicable to 
the Tiruvdymoli of Nammalvar which comprises 1,102 verses. The 
philosophical and theological doctrines of the Alvar are well- pro¬ 
nounced in the TiruvaymolJ, while the same are only implicit in the 
hymns of other Alvars. All the Alvars, however, have dwelt either 
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directly or indirectly on the three fundamental doctrines of Vedanta 
namely, tattva or the Ultimate Reality, hit a or the means of its attain¬ 
ment and purusartha or the supreme goal of life. Their main objec¬ 
tive is to disseminate the essential tenets of Vedanta philosophy 
among the common people through the media of Tamil. This fact 
is not widely recognised by many modern scholars and hence it is 
considered necessary to bring to light the philosophical contents of 
the hymns of the Alvars. 

In presenting the philosophy of the Alvars, I have drawn 
material from their original hymns. There are several scholarly 
commentaries on the poems which by way of interpreting the hymns 
also include in them theological ideas that came to be developed in 
the post-Ramanuja period. In order to evaluate the basic tenets of 
Vaisnavism as they prevailed long before Ramanuja and how the 
hymns of Alvars have influenced the Vaisnava Acaryas of later 
period, 1 have tried to discuss the Philosophy of the Alvars in the 
background of the Upanisads, Vedanta-sutra, Agamas, Itihasas and 
Vaisnava Puranas. Besides philosophy, the theistic mysticism un¬ 
derstood in the sense of ardent longing of the Alvars for a direct 
vision of God is a predominant theme of some of the prabandhgms. 
This important subject has also not received proper treatment in the 
limited literature available at present. The present book aims to cover 
it. For the first time such an attempt is being made here to present 
in English a comprehensive exposition of the Philosophy and The¬ 
istic Mysticism of the Alvars. It is hoped that the book will be found 
useful by scholars as well as students of comparative religion. 

In a work of this type, the use of terms both in Tamil and 
Sanskrit is unavoidable. Wherever they are used, their nearest 
English equivalent is given. I have avoided quoting the Tamil 
hymns in the body of the text as these would be difficult to read 
and comprehend by a person not conversant with Tamil. I have, 
however, given the English rendering of the verses as far as 
possible in lucid prose in order to convey the true import of the 
hymns which is often missed in a literal translation. Wherever 
necessary, the Tamil hymns and the interpretative statements 
from the commentaries are given in the footnotes in Roman script 
with the use of standard diacritical marks adopted for Sanskrit. 
The compound Tamil words in theTiymns are split up to facilitate 
easy reading. 

In the preparation of this book, I am guided primarily by the 
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teaching of the essentials of the Visistadvaita Vedanta imparted to 
me by my spiritual preceptor, the late Sri Gostipuram Sowmya 
Narayanacharya Swami (1878-1943). I am also guided by the 
knowledge of Divyaprabandham imparted to me by the late Sri 
Madhurantakam Veeraraghavacharya Swami (1900-1983) under 
whom I studied Bhagavad-visayam (commentary on TinivdymolJ) 
which is the major source-book for the philosophy of the Alvars. 
I am greatly indebted to both these Acaryas I have also consulted 
those few traditional Sri Vaisnava scholars who are available today 
in South India and I take this opportunity to express my grateful 
thanks to them. 

I also wish to express my sincere thanks to Dr. V. Varadachari, 
Dr. V.K.N.S. Raghavan, Sri S.M. Krishnamachar, Sri A.N. Srinivasa 
Iyengar, Sri E.S. Bhuvarahachar and Dr. N.S. Anantharangachar 
who have gone through the major part of the typescript of the 
book and offered useful comments. My special thanks are due to 
my esteemed friend, Sri S. Srinivasachar who patiently read the 
entire typescript and made useful corrections. I owe a debt of 
gratitude to Sri R.K. Swamy, President, Vishishtadvaita Research 
Centre, Madras who made it possible to publish this book. I should 
also express my grateful thanks to the esteemed Professor S.K. 
Ramachandra Rao for evincing keen interest in my work and for 
graciously writing the foreword. 


Bangalore 
19 November, 1994 


S.M. Srinivasa Chari 
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Remarks 

1. The Tamil alphabets are not fully phonetic as the 
Sanskrit alphabets are. These letters indicate different 
sounds in different connections. Following the way 
the Tamil words are actually pronounced, these are 
transliterated by adopting the standard diacritical 
marks as are used for Sanskrit., e.g. Antal as Andal, 
Catakopan as Satakopan, tivyaprapanlam as 
divyaprabandham, vitu as vidu, Kulacekara as 
Kulasekhara, Tirumankai as Tirumangai. 

2. Lfi (1) is a peculiar Tamil guttural. It is transliterated by 
using a hyphen below 1 as 1 instead of two dots below it 
as 1. 

3. err (1) is a Tamil palatal and it is transliterated with a dot 
below the letter 1 as 1. 

4. <T) (r) is a hard palatal pronounced after a soft consonant. 
It is transliterated with a hyphen below r as r. 

5. <sw (n) as distinct from the consonant # (n) is transliter¬ 
ated with a hyphen below n as n. The grammatical rule 
regarding the use of these two letters is not strictly 
observed. 
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INTRODUCTION 


Sri Vaisnavism, the oldest monotheistic religion of India having 
its roots in the Vedas and Upanisads, has passed through sev¬ 
eral stages of development before it was expounded by Ramanuja 
as a full-fledged theological system with a strong philosophical 
basis. 1 The four important phases that can be discerned in this 
development are: the Vedic period, the period of the Itihasas 
and Puranas, the period of the Agamas and the period of the 
Alvars or the twelve Vaisnava Saints of South India. 2 Of these 
the last phase is of special importance because the Tamil hymns 
of the Alvars, which are the spontaneous outpourings of their 
divine experience contain rich philosophical and theological ideas 
related to the three fundamental doctrines of the Visistadvaita 
Vedanta and Vaisnava religion namely, tattva or the Ultimate 
Reality, hita or the means of its attainment and purusartha or the 
supreme goal of life. The teachings of the Alvars are not basi¬ 
cally different from what is said in the Vedas, the Epics and the 
Agamas. Their uniqueness, however, lies in the fact that they are 
presented for the first time to the common people in their spoken 
language (Tamil). In view of this, they have been accorded an 
important place in the history of Vaisnavism. 

‘The names, dates and other biographical details of the Alvars 
including their works are outlined in the subsequent chapter. 3 
The Alvars were born in South India between the 6th and 8th 


1. See for details Srinivasa Chari, Vniswinsm —Its Philosophy , Theology ami Religious 
Discipline, Chapter 1. 

2. The term Alvar literally means one who is immersed deeply in the divine 
experience. It is an honorific title used in respect of the Vaisnava Saints of 
South India. 

3. See Chapter 1. 
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centuries of the Christian era. They were saints who devoted 
their entire life to the worship of Visnu as the Supreme Deity. 
Blessed with spiritual insight and intense love for God, they 
sang the glory of Visnu and spent their active life in the divine 
service. They have bequeathed a rich heritage of sublime poeti¬ 
cal compositions known as prabandham. There are twenty-four 
prabanahams The number of hymns in each one varies from ten 
to eleven hundred making a total of four thousand and hence 
they are known as Ndldyira Dizrya-prabandhan: 1 2 or the collection 
of Four Thousand Divine Hymns. The hymns in general are 
laudatory Tamil songs in praise of the glory of God in all His 
aspects. They are intensely devotional in character and represent 
the spontaneous outpourings of their deep love and experience 
of God. They have, therefore, gained great religious significance 
and are highly esteemed by the Vaisnava Acaryas. They are also 
recited by the Vaisnavas during worship in temples and at homes 
on certain special occasions. 

These hymns, apart from their religious significance, also 
contain rich philosophical and theological ideas. As devotional 
poems they appear to be similar to the devotional songs of other 
mystics such as the Tevdram and the Tiruvdcakam of Nayanmars 
(£aiva devotees), the Kirtanas of Tyagaraja and Purandaradasa, 
the Gita-govinda of Jayadeva, the Bhajans of Meera and the 
Abhangas of Maharashtra saints. On closer examination, however, 
the Alvars' hymns can be found to stand on a different footing. 
They embody the philosophy of the Upanisads as interpreted by 
Ramanuja together with the Vaisnava theology developed on the 
basis of the Vedas , the Pancaratra Agamas, the Epics and the 
Vaisnava Purdnas. These compositions of the Alvars are not merely 
intended to promote the bhakti cult, as is commonly believed but 
they aim at disseminating the knowledge of the Vedanta 
Philosophy among the common people through the familiar 
medium of Tamil. This fact can be seen conspicuously in the 
Tiruvdymoli of Nammalvar which comprises 1,102 verses. The 


1. See pp. 36-38. 

2. The word divya denotes the Supreme Being ( divi sthitam d ivy am bhagavantam) 
and prabandha means that which captures Him (prakarsena badhrtali). The Hymns 
are Divine because they reveal lucidly the glory of God. 

See S.S. Iyengar, Candamihu Tamil Marai, Vol. 1, Introduction. 
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Vaisnava Acaryas regard this work as Dravida Veda or Dramida 
Upanisad in the sense that it contains the quintessence of the 
Upanisadic teachings. Acknowledging its philosophical character, 
scholarly commentaries have been written on the TiruvdymoH by 
eminent Acaryas of the post-Ramanuja period: Tirukkurukai Piran 
Pillan (1068 a.d.), Nahjlyar (1113 a.d.), Periyavaccan Pillai (1168 
a. a), VadakkutiruvTdi Pillai (1167 a.d.), Alakivamanavala JIvar 
(1242 a.d.) Vedanta Desika (1268 a.d .), 1 Rangaramanuja (circa 
1650 a.d), Periya Parakalasvami (1676 a.d.) and Saksatsvami 
(circa 1700 a.d.). Several independent treatises known as 
Sampradaya Granthas (traditional works dealing with esoteric 
doctrines) contributed between the 12th and 15th centuries have 
drawn material from the TiruvdymoU. Thus, the Ndldyira 
Divyaprabandham in general and the Tiruvaymoli in particular 
along with their commentaries serve as important source-book 
for both the Visistadvaita Vedanta and Vaisnava religion, to the 
same extent as are the Upanisads, the Vedanta-sutra and the 
Bhagavadgltd. 

The philosophical contribution of the Alvars to the develop¬ 
ment of Visistadvaita Vedanta does not seem to be widely ap¬ 
preciated among modem scholars. This is primarily due to the 
fact that it is written in classical Tamil and the commentaries on 
it are mostly in manipravdla 2 (Tamil language interspersed with 
Sanskrit) which is not easily understood by non-Tamil speaking 
persons. The literature in English on the subject is sadly inad¬ 
equate. During the last hundred years, a few sporadic attempts 
have been made to present the teachings of the Alvars in En¬ 
glish. The earliest work is the one written by Alkondavalli 
Govindacharya under the title "Divine Wisdom of the Dravida 
Saints" published in 1902. This contains a summary of the se¬ 
lected topics related mostly to the divine glory and attributes 
illustrated by anecdotes drawn from the commentary on 


1. These dates are taken as given in the Ponvila Malar in Tamil published by S. 
Krishnaswamy Ayyangar, Puttur (Tiruchy), 1978. 

See also N. Subba Reddiar: Religion and Philosophy of the Nalayiram, Appendix 
VI. 

2. The word manipravala literally means gems or pearls ( mani) and corals (pravala ). 
It refers to the style of writing in which the Tamil words are interspersed with 
Sanskrit words, even as gems and corals are strung together alternately in a 
necklace. 
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Tiritvdymoli (Jdu). The next book appeared in 1929 under the title 
"Hymns of the Alvars" written by J.S.M. Hooper. It gives a 
translation of the Tiruviruttam of Nammalvar (100 verses), the 
Tiruppdvai of Andal (30 verses) and a few selected hymns of 
Periyalyar, Kulasekharan and Tirumangai with a brief general 
introduction and notes. The book of K.C. Varadachari under the 
title "Alvars of South India" published by Bharatiya Vidya 
Bhavan, Bombay in 1966 presents a brief sketch of the biography 
and selected teachings of the Alvars. The next work is the one 
written by N. Subba Reddiar under the title "Religion and 
Philosophy of Nalayiram with special reference to Nammalvar" 
published in 1979 by the Venkatesvara University, Tirupati. It 
is a voluminous book containing a lot of material not having a 
direct bearing on the philosophical teachings of the Alvars. One 
other book jointly contributed by R.D. Kaylor and K.K.A. 
Venkatachari under the title "God Far, God Near" published in 
1981 by the Ananthacharya Indological Research Institute, 
Bombay claims to present an interpretation of the thoughts of 
Nammalvar without leaning on traditional commentaries thereon. 
It is rather sketchy and as such does not bring out adequately 
the philosophical theories of all the Alvars. Recently another 
book under the title "Tamil Veda" authored jointly by John 
Carman and Vasudha Narayanan has been published by the 
Chicago University Press, Chicago. This book is mainly con¬ 
cerned with the study of the earliest commentary written by 
Pillan in manipravala on the Tiruvdymolj with a view to finding 
out how the Tamil poetic tradition of the Alvars is fused with 
the Vaisnavite commentarial tradition in Sanskrit on Vedanta. 
Though it covers a few theological topics with the purpose of 
evaluating Pillan's interpretation of the hymns, it does not present 
the philosophical doctrines of the Alvars comprehensively. Besides 
these independent works, 1 a few translations of the Hymns of 
Nammalvar in English have been published. In the absence of 


1. The following books include some material on the Alvars, but these do not 
discuss their philosophical teachings: 

P.N. Srinivasa Chari: Mystics and Mysticism, Madras, 1951. 

D. Ramaswamy Ayyangar: Peepsjnto Mysticism, Madras, 1962. 

Dr. S.N. Dasgupta: A History of Indian Philosophy, Vol. III. 

Friedhelm Hardy: Viraha-Bhakti (The Early History of Krsna Devotion in South 
India), Oxford University Press, Delhi, 1983. 
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detailed notes and introduction, these translations which are 
literal do not bring out fully the philosophical ideas implicit in 
the hymns of the Alvars. 

It may be noted in this connection that the Alvars, as staunch 
devotees of Visnu have composed the poems against the back¬ 
ground of the Visistadvaita Vedanta as enunciated in the 
Upanisads, the Vedanta-sutra, the Bhagavadgltci, the Vaisnava 
Pur anas and the Pdhcaratra Agamas. A full and in-depth 
understanding of the philosophy imbedded in the hymns of the 
Alvars calls for a knowledge of ancient Tamil in all its idiomatic 
nuances, deep insight into Vedanta as expounded by Ramanuja 
and the underlying tenets of Vaisnavism. It is not, therefore, 
surprising that many of the books authored by well-meaning 
scholars have not succeeded in doing full justice to the philoso¬ 
phy of the Alvars. We have on the other hand, an extensive 
literature written mostly in Sanskritised Tamil by both the tra¬ 
ditional and contemporary Vaisnava Acaryas in the form of com¬ 
mentaries and independent treatises which explain in detail the 
philosophy of the Alvars. With due deference to these authors 
it must be said that most of them, being carried away by the 
devotional aspect of the hymns, have glorified the views of the 
Alvars, by imposing on the hymns the theological ideas that 
came to be developed later during the post-Ramanuja period. 
A balanced and dispassionate approach to the Alvars' hymns 
needs to be made in order to understand properly the philo¬ 
sophical teachings contained in them. This book attempts to 
make such a study. 

Scope of the Book 

The important topics covered by the prabandhams are: 

1. The nature of Ultimate Reality 

2. Narayana as para-tattva 

3. The theory of Goddess Sri as inseparable from God 

4. The divine attributes 

5. The divine body 

6. The divine incarnations 

7. The importance of area deities 

8. The cosmic functions of God 

9. The divine Was 

10. The nature of the individual self 
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11. Human bondage and freedom of the soul 

12. The longing of the soul for divine communion 

13. Aspects of mystic experience of God 

14. The concept of bhakti 

15. The theory of bhakti-yoga as means of God-realization 

16. The theory of prapatti as direct means to moksa 

17. The simpler methods of worship of God 

18. The concept of grace 

19. The concept of kainkarya for Bhagavan 

20. The concept of Bhagavata-Sesatva 

21 The nature of spiritual goal 

22. The concept of paramapada 

23. The theory of moksa and kaivalya 

24. The Vaisnava dharma. 

All these theories are not the innovations of the Alvars. These 
are found in the Upanisads, the Pancaratra Agamas and the 
Puranas that existed long before the Alvars were bom. A few 
of the Alvars, particularly Nammalvar, who are said to be born 
yogis intuited these philosophic truths even as the Rgvedic seers 
did. Others who have had an opportunity to acquire knowledge 
like TirumaHsai, Kulasekharan and Tondaradippodi would have 
gathered them from the sacred texts. They have had divine 
inspiration and presented the philosophical theories as arising 
from their own experience. Hence the Divyaprabandham has 
assumed a special importance for the Sri Vaisnavas. 

The various topics referred to in the Tamil prabandhams are 
not presented as full-fledged doctrines with supporting argu¬ 
ments in a systematic order as in a philosophical treatise. These 
are found scattered in different parts of the poems. On the basis 
of this available material, the following pages attempt to present 
the philosophical and theological theories of the Alvars in a 
logical sequence under the following headings: 

1. The Doctrine of the Ultimate Reality (Paratattva) 

2. The Doctrine of God (Isvara) 

3. The Doctrine of the Individual Self (Jlvdtma ) 

4. The Doctrine of Sddhana *( hita ) 

5. The Doctrine of the Supreme Goal (parama-purusartha ) 

6. The Theistic Mysticism. 
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The first five correspond to the three principal topics covered 
in the Vedanta-sutra viz., tattva, hita and purusdrtha. Though in 
the Visistadvaita Vedanta, God of religion is not different from 
the Ultimate Reality of the Upanisads, a separate chapter is 
devoted to the Doctrine of God for the reason that the hymns 
of the Alvars are predominately theistic dealing with a vivid 
description of the different aspects of God viz., divine attributes, 
divine personality, divine incarnations and divine, deeds. In dis¬ 
cussing this subject, greater importance is given to the theologi¬ 
cal significance of these aspects of Godhead than the mythologi¬ 
cal episodes connected with them. 

The theistic mysticism understood in the sense of an ardent 
longing for a direct vision of God is the predominant theme of 
the hymns of the Alvars. The saints who were inspired by their 
deep love and experience of God have naturally given expres¬ 
sion to their emotional feelings in many ways. In the case of 
Nammah/ar and Tirumangai Alvar, they have assumed the role 
of a nayaki, or consort of the Lord and sought to convey their 
longing for God either through the media of the maiden or 
through her imaginary mother and companions and sometimes 
through messengers in the form of the birds or other objects of 
nature. A large number of the hymns in the poems of Nammalvar 
and Tirumangai Alvar deal with this aspect of mystic experi¬ 
ence. Andal, the only female Vaisnava Saint, takes on the role 
of a milkmaid and pours out her devotional love to Lord Krsna. 
Periyajvar and Kulasekharalvar adopt the guise of a mother to 
express their love to the divine child Krsna. These devotional 
songs containing mystical elements have deep theological sig¬ 
nificance and they are not Tove poems' and 'mythological folk 
songs' as some scholars believe. A separate chapter is therefore 
devoted to this important subject to explain the true nature of 
Alvars' mysticism and its theological significance. 

These doctrines are presented with the hymns as the source 
material. Though the various commentaries have been consulted, 
the details found in them are not included in this presentation 
for two reasons. First, some of the views expressed by the com¬ 
mentators, though apparently valid, are of a later origin, devel¬ 
oped in the post-Ramanuja period. Without questioning the 
authority of the statements of the traditional scholars, it is pre¬ 
ferred to present the teachings of the Alvars in the background 
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of the Upanisads, the Veddnta-sutra, the Itihasas, the Puranas and 
the Agamas which preceded the age of the Alvars and which 
constitute the basis for its philosophy and theology. 

The second important reason for this approach is that the 
teachings of the Alvars have considerably influenced Ramanuja 
and the later Vaisnava Acaryas in developing the Vaisnava re¬ 
ligion as it is now practised. In order to evaluate the extent of 
such an influence, it is considered desirable to study the hymns 
without imposing on them the thoughts and interpretations of 
later day scholars. This will enable the modern scholars to 
appreciate the philosophical contents of the Tamil hymns and 
their contribution to the development of Vaisnavism. It is hoped 
that this attempt to provide an authentic and comprehensive 
account of the philosophical and theological teachings of the 
Alvars including their Mysticism would be found useful by 
readers not familiar with the Tamil Dwyaprcibandham. 



Chapter 1 


LIFE AND WORKS OF THE ALVARS 


The principal Alvars in the chronological order according to the 
traditional dates and also as acknowledged by Vedanta Desika 1 
and Manavalamamuni 2 are: 


1. Poygai Alvar 

2. Putattalvar 

3. Peyalvar 

4. Tirumalisai Alvar 

5. Nammalvar 

6. Kulasekharalvar 

7. Periyalvar 

8. Tondaradippodi Alvar 

9. Panalvar 

10. Tirumarigai Alvar. 


To these ten are added Andal and Madhurakavi. The former 
is the adopted daughter of Periyalvar, while the latter is a devot¬ 
ed disciple of Nammalvar and hence they are also included in 
the list. For all practical purposes, they are treated as Alvars and 
their compositions are also regarded as part of the collection of 


1. Adhiknrasarigraha, verse 1. 

See also Prabandhasara, verse 17. 

The verse in the Adhikarasarigraha does not mention the names of ten principal 
Alvars in the chronological order. But the verse in the Prabandhasara which 
includes Madhurakavi and Andal refers to them in the chronological order. 

2. Upadesaratnamalai, verse 4. 
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four thousand Tamil hymns known as NdJdyira Divyaprabandham. 

The biographical account of these Alvars is given in works 
such as Divyasuri-caritam and Guruparampards which were mostly 
written in the post-Ramanuja period, several centuries after the 
life-time of the Alvars. The Divyasuri-caritam is the earliest poet¬ 
ical work composed in Sanskrit in the 11th century by 
Garudavahana Pandita, who is claimed to be a contemporary of 
Ramanuja Based on this, two other biographical works have 
appeared at a later period. The first one was written in 
Manipravaja style by a Pinpalakiyaperumal jlyar (about 13th cen¬ 
tury) under the title of Guruparampardprabhavam-drdyirappadi. The 
second book was contributed by Trtlya Brahmatantra 
Parakalasvami (about 14th century) bearing the title of 
Guruparampardprabhavam-miivdyirappadi During the last five hun¬ 
dred years other Vaisnava scholars have written biographies both 
on the Alvars and the Acaryas but what is generally accepted are 
the two works referred to above. 

The life sketch of the Alvars as presented in the Guruparampards 
is full of miraculous anecdotes. In the absence of reliable histori¬ 
cal and other credible evidence it is difficult to accept them on 
their face value. However, we can attempt a brief biographical 
sketch of the Ajvars on the basis of the available material in their 
hymns and the tanians (reverential verses) pertaining to them. 

I. Dates of the Alvars 

Before we outline the life of the Alvars individually we may discuss 
their origin and dates of birth. Tradition assigns high antiquity to 
the Ajvars, taking them to 4200 b.c. to 2700 b.c. and also regards 
them as divine incarnations. According to the Guruparampards , the 
first four Alvars—Poygai, Putattar, Pey and TirumaHsai—were bom 
at the end of Dvaparayuga which will correspond to 4200 b.c. 
Madhurakavi is also believed to have taken birth in the Dvapara 
era corresponding to 3222 b.c. Nammalvar, Kulasekharalvar, 
Periyalvar and Andal were bom during the first century of Kaliyuga 
which approximates to 3101 b.c. to 3003 b.c. The remaining three 
Alvars—Tondaradippodi, Parian and Tirumangai—took birth in the 
years of 298,343 and 399 respectively of Kaliyuga which correspond 
to 2803 B.c., 2758 b.c and 2702 b.c . 1 

1. See A. Govindacharya, The Holy Lives of the Alvars. 

See also Divyasuri (Alvar) Caritani, Appendix II. 
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Modern scholars have questioned these dates and assigned a 
period ranging from the 5th to the 9th centuries a.d. on the basis 
of a few historical evidences. T There is no unanimity among them 
regarding the dates of the Alvars. Dr. N. Subba Reddiar has, 
however, attempted a critical evaluation of the views of these 
scholars and arrived at the following dates for the Alvars: 1 2 


1. Poygai Afvar 

713 A.D. 

2. Putattalvar 

713 A.D. 

3. Peyalvar 

713 A.D.' 

4. Tirumahsai Alvar 

720 A.D. 

5. Tondaradippodi Alvar 

726 A.D. 

6. Kulasekharalvar 

767 a.d. 

7. Tiruppanalvar 

781 A.D. 

8. Tirumangai Alvar 

776 a.d. 

9. Periyalvar 

785 a.d. 

10. Andal 

767 a.d. 

11. Nammalvar 

798 a.d. 

12. Madhurakavi 

800 a.d. 

Even these dates lack clear historical evidence. Besides there 


are few discrepancies in these dates. Andal who is the adopted 
daughter of Periyalvar could not have been bom earlier than 
Periyalvar. Nammalvar who is admitted by the traditional schol¬ 
ars as belonging to a period earlier than the other Alvars except 
the first four, could not be the last but one in the chronological 
order. Further, the reference made in the Bhdgavata Purdna to the 
birth of the Alvars goes against the views of modern scholars. 
This Purana states: 

In the beginning of Kaliyuga persons exclusively devoted 
to Narayana and endowed with spiritual knowledge will be 
born here ^nd there but in large numbers in the land of the 
Dravidas where flow the rivers Tampraparni, Krtamala 


1. See S. Krishnaswamy Aiyangar, Early History of Vaisnavism in South India, 
pp. 4-13. 

R.G. Bhandarkar, Vaisnavism , Saivism and Minor Religious Systems , pp. 69-70. 
T.A. Gopinatha Rao, History of Vaisnavas. 

2. See Dr. N. Subba Reddiar, Religion and Philosophy ofNdldyiram, Chapter IX and 
Appendix VII. 
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(Vaigai), Payasvini (Palar), the holy Kaveri and the Mahanadi 

(Periyar) which runs westwards. 1 

This verse is quoted by Vedanta Desika in the 
Guruparamparasaram predicting the advent of the Alvars in South 
India. It may be noted that Nammalvar and Madhurakavi were 
born on the banks of Tampraparni, Periyalvar and Andal in a 
place close to Vaigai, Poygai Alvar, Putattalvar, Peyalvar and 
Tirumalisai Alvar near the Palar and Tondaradippodi Ajvar, 
Tiruppanalvar and Tirumangai Alvar on the banks of the Kaveri. 
While the places of birth are indicated, there is no mention of the 
period of their birth except in a general way that they will appear 
in the Kaliyuga. The word Kaliyuga may mean either the early 
part of the Kali era as claimed by traditional scholars or even 
during much later years of Kali, as contended by modern schol¬ 
ars. It cannot, however, support the view that a few Alvars were 
born in Dvaparayuga unless the words 'in Kali era' are inter¬ 
preted to include the years preceding it. 2 

Some scholars have questioned the antiquity of the Bhagavata 
Purana and also the validity of this verse which is regarded as 
an interpolation. There is no substantial evidence to prove this 
view. The Bhagavata is regarded by all schools of Vedanta as one 
of the ancient Puranas, narrated by sage 6uka as taught by sage 
Vyasa. Madhva (12th century) has annotated on it. So also Vedanta 
Desika has accepted its authority. It was not composed, as some 
scholars claim either during the period of Alvars or at a later time 
since we find the influence of the teachings of the Bhagavata on 
the Alvars. If the Pdncaratra Agamas, the Epics and the Vaisnava 
Puranas are accorded an antiquity, the A]vars too should enjoy 
an antiquity since they were born after the advent of these works. 
If the date of the composition of the Pdncaratra Sariihitds and the 
Mahdbhdrata are put down to the early period of the Christian era. 


1. BP XI.5. 38-40. 

kalau khalu bhavisyanti ndrdyana-pardyandh; 
kvacin-kvacin-mahdbhdgd dramidesu ca bhurisah; 
tampraparni nadl yatra krtamdla payasvini; 
kaveri ca mahabhngd pratici ca mahanadi. 

2. Some traditional scholars have quoted verses from Brahmakaivarta Purana and 
Ndradiya Purana in support of the birth of some of the Alvars in earlier yugas 
(Krta and Treta ) but these do not appear to be authoritative statements. 
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then in all probability the Alvars belong to the period ranging 
from the 5th to the 8th centuries. The references to a few temples 
such as Paramesvara-vinnkaram, Canjeevaram built in 770-780 
a d by Paramesvara Varman I, places such as Kadalmallai (the 
present Mahabalipuram), the historical personality such as 
Pallavarkon (ruler of Pallavas) cannot be construed to give any 
specific dates because temples and persons bearing the same names 
couid have existed even in an earlier period. According to the 
Agamas, which is the main source of authority for the belief in 
the presence of divinity in a temple, God can reveal Himself in 
the form of an area deity (icon) at a religious centre even prior 
to the construction of a temple which can take place in stages at 
a later period. 1 The Alvars often address a God in His manifested 
form as an icon without the mention of the temples. In view of 
these facts and also in the absence of adequate internal evidence 
and inscriptional support, it is difficult to come to an undisputed 
conclusion in this matter. 

The dates of the Alvars are not really relevant for the purpose 
of the study of their philosophy and religion. The important point 
to be taken note of for the purpose of our study is that the Alvars 
were bom long before Nathamuni (823 a.d ) and Ramanuja (1017 
a.d ) who were greatly influenced by their teachings. Similarly, 
they belong to a period which is later than the period of the 
Agamas, the Epics and the older Puranas, since their hymns dis¬ 
close a deeper knowledge of these works. 

II. Divine Origin of the Alvars 

Coming to the origin of the Alvars, the tradition regards them 
as divine incarnations. The first four Alvars—Putattar, Poygai, 
Pey, Tirumalisai—were incarnations of weapons of Visnu— gadd 
(mace), sarikha (conch), nandaka (sword) and cakra (discus) respec¬ 
tively. Nammalvar was an incarnation of Visvaksena, the divine 
angel; Kulasekharalvar of kaustubha (the ornament worn on the 
chest of Visnu). Periyalvar, Tondaradippodi Alvar and Tirumahgai 
Alvar were incarnations of Garuda (the divine bird), vanamdla (the 
garland worn by Visnu) and sdranga (the bow of Visnu) respec¬ 
tively. Panalvar is considered as the manifestation of Srlvatsa, the 


1. See Chapter 3, p. 117. 
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mole in Visnu's chest, whereas Madhurakavi is regarded as rep¬ 
resenting the chief of Visnugana. In the case of Andal, she is taken 
as a manifestation of Bhu-devx, one of the consorts of Visnu. 

Apart from the divine origin, the tradition also speaks of a 
supernatural birth in respect of a few Alvars. Thus, Poygai Alvar 
is said to have sprung from a lotus flower in the tank near the 
Yathoktakari Temple at Conjeevaram, Putattajvar out of mddhavi 
flower in Tirukkadanmallai (the present Mahabalipurain) and 
Peyalvar from a red lotus in a well near Mayurapuri (the present 
Mylapore in Madras). Andal was discovered as an infant lying 
in the flower garden maintained by Periyalvar. There are other 
miraculous episodes associated with some of the Alvars. 
Tirumalisai Alvar was bom to a sage named Bhrgu who was 
enticed by a celestial nymph during his penance and the baby 
born out of this union was deserted by the nymph in a jungle but 
later picked up by a hunter who reared it. Nammalvar was born 
to a pious parents belonging to the Vellala family of Tirukkuruhur, 
now known as Alvar-Tirunagari in the Tirunelveli district of Tamil 
Nadu (South India). Right from his infancy he entered into yogic 
meditation under a tamarind tree in the precinct of the Visnu 
temple, where he remained in meditation for sixteen years. Andal 
was offered in marriage to Lord Ranganatha, the deity at 
Srirarigam temple and soon after marriage she was absorbed in 
the deity. Similarly, Panalvar belonging to the lowest caste was 
carried on the shoulders of the temple priest at the command of 
the Lord Ranganatha but as soon as he entered the sanctum 
sanctorum, he vanished becoming one with the deity. Tirumangai 
Alvar who led a life of a brigand in younger days was trans¬ 
formed into a saint through the marriage with a celestial being 
who grew up as a handsome young lady in a Vaisnava family. 

To a rational mind these stories sound fictitious. Before we 
brush aside such accounts we have to understand their under¬ 
lying spiritual significance. According to the theory of avatara, 
which is distinctive feature of Vaisnavism, Visnu, the Supreme 
Being, incarnates Himself in various forms for the purpose of 
protection of human beings by way of establishing dharma or 
righteousness and destruction of the evil forces. He condescends 
out of His will (sankalpa) to come down from His heavenly abode 
as and when the occasion demands, not only in human form but 
also in the form of other living beings. The faydkhya Samhitd , one 
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of the oldest Pancaratra treatises, says: "The Supreme Deity, 
Narayana Himself assumes the form of a human being out of 
compassion and uplifts the world submerged in the darkness of 
ignorance by extending his helping hand in the form of sdstra or 
sacred texts/' 1 Another verse in Visnudharma more specifically 
states: "In the yuga of Kali, the Lord Acyuta (Visnu) enters into 
the respective human beings already born and carries out His 
tasks." 2 This is known as anupravesdvatara, that is, God infuses 
special power into the selectednndividuals and make them func¬ 
tion as sages, saints and preceptors endowed with extraordinary 
spiritual power to propagate the philosophic knowledge. On the 
authority of these smrti texts, Vedanta Desika explains the signif¬ 
icance of the advent of ten Alvars at a particular point of time. 
Thus he says: 

Narayana assumed a new series of ten incarnations in the 
form of Pardhkusa (Nammalvar), Parakdla (Tirumangai Alvar) 
and others; just as the clouds gather the moisture from the 
ocean and then pour it down in the form of rain so essential 
to the life of all the living beings, the Lord in the guise of 
ten avataras collected together those essential teachings of 
the Vedas which are of significance and revealed them briefly 
in a language (Tamil) which is understood by everyone. 3 

In the light of these explanations, the supernatural birth of 
some of the Alvars and the miraculous episodes connected with 
them have some relevance. As the hymns composed by them 
would reveal, they were all bom-saints gifted with extraordinary 
spiritual insight into the glory of God. 


1. Jaydkhya Samhitd: saksdt ndrdyano devah krtvamartyamaym tanum; mag turn 

uddharate lokan kdrunydt sdstrapdnind. 

2. Visnudharma 108.50: purvotpannesu bhutesu tesu tesu kalau prabhuh; 

anupraviiya kurute yat samlhitam acyutah. 

According to one interpretation, "purvotpannesu bhutesu " is taken as nityasuris, 
the eternally existing souls; during their incarnations as human beings, the 
Lord enters into their bodies. 

See also VD Satadusaru, Vdda 65: 

ddibhaktanam ananta garuda vi&vaksenddinam avatdra visesah iti purdnaprasiddhih. 

3. See RTS, guruparampardsdram. 
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III. The Life and Compositions of the Alvars 
We do not have an authentic and fuller information about the life 
of the Alvars other than what is narrated in the guruparamparas . 
However, on the basis of the material available in their hymns 
and the verses written by the early Vaisnava Acaryas as tanians 
(verses paying obeisance) on the Alvars, we shall give a brief 
outline of each Alvar with a view to highlighting their greatness 
( vaibhava). 

Poygai Alvar, Putattdlvdr and Peyalvar 
These three are the earliest among the Alvars and are known as 
"Mudal-alvargal". According to the tradition they were bom in 
the same year and month but on three consecutive days. Poygai 
Alvar, the earliest, was born near a tank in the proximity of 
Yathoktakari temple located in Kanchi (the present Conjeevaram). 
He is so named because of his birth in poygai (tank). He is also 
known as Saroyogi, indicating his birth in a saras (tank). 
Putattalvar, the second Alvar, was born at Kadalmallai which is 
the present Mahabalipuram near Madras. He is so named be¬ 
cause of the possession of divine knowledge out of God's grace. 1 
He is also known by the name of Bhuta-Muni. Peyalvar, the third 
one, was born at Mylapore, a locality in the Madras city. The term 
pey means one who is possessed and as he was intoxicated with 
intense love for God, he was called Peyalvar. He is also called 
Mahadahvaya Muni, signifying his greatness as one who had 
experienced God. 

As devotees of God they were going from one religious centre 
to the other in search of God with a craving for a direct vision 
of Him. The story goes that on the night of a particular rainy day 
they chanced to come together seeking shelter from the heavy 
downpour of rain in a narrow entrance room of a hermitage near 
Tirukkovalur, a pilgrim centre in South India. According to the 
guruparampara account, the place was so narrow that hardly one 
person could lie down, two could sit and three could stand. The 
first one to enter the place was Poygai Muni, then came in Putattar 
and a little later Peyalvar. While all the three were standing there, 


1. Bhiita (Sanskrit equivalent of Puta) means etymologically one who has gained 
sattd or sustenance by spiritual knowledge (bhu sattaydm vda). 
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meditating on God, they suddenly felt the presence of a fourth 
person who had squeezed in. Being curious to know the person 
who was pushing them, they saw to their dismay the intruder 
was no other than God. That they had a vision of God and His 
glory is brought out in the spontaneous hymns composed by 
them known as Tiruvandddi. In the opening hymn of the Munrdm 
Tiruvandddi, Peyalvar exclaims: 

I now beheld the Goddess by the side of my Lord who has 
the lustre of the blue ocean; I saw the lustrous divine body 
of golden colour; I perceived the radiant sun-like form; I 
saw the beautiful discus that glows fiery in the battlefield 
and the lovely conch in the beauteous hands (of the Lord). 

The other two Alvars have expressed in a similar way the joy 
of the direct experience of God. 

Each one of these Alvars has composed one hundred hymns 
in praise of God known as Tiruvandddi. The words anta means 
end and adi stands for beginning. Andddi is a kind of poetry in 
Tamil in which the last word or syllable of the preceding verse 
becomes the opening word or syllable of the succeeding verse. 
These three works which constitute the earliest poetical compo¬ 
sitions contributed by the Vaisnava saints of South India contain 
philosophical and theological ideas of Vaisnavism. We shall deal 
with them separately while discussing the Philosophy of the 
Alvars. 

Tirumalisai Alvar 

Chronologically Tirumalisai Alvar is the fourth among the Alvars 
bom in the same period as the first three Alvars, at a place known 
as Tirumalisai, also called Mahisara (near Madras city). He is also 
known by the name of Bhaktisdra indicating that he is the very 
personification of intense bhakti to God. Tradition speaks of many 
interesting anecdotes in his lifetime. From his own writings what 
is evident is that he was well-conversant with other schools of 
thought including £aivism, Jainism and Buddhism, that he prac¬ 
tised yoga over a long period and acquired tremendous yogic 
power and that he established conclusively that Narayana is the 
Supreme Deity ( paratattva). At the outset of the Ndnmukan 
Tiruvandddi, he explicitly states: 
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Narayana brought forth the four-faced (Brahma); the four¬ 
faced one being the first (creature) himself begot Samkara; 
being myself the first (seer), have made known this inner 
meaning (to all) in the form of andadi. Do thou comprehend 
this fully after careful examination and study. 

Tirumahsai Alvar has contributed two important works: 
(1) Ndnmukan Tiruvandadi comprising 96 hymns in the same style 
as the Tiruvandadi of the three earlier Alvars; (2) Tiruccanda- 
viruttam, comprising 120 hymns. The first work is the earliest 
Vaisnava treatise upholding the supremacy of Visnu or Narayana 
as against Brahma and Rudra who are accorded a subordinate 
status and it is of considerable importance to the Vaisnava Acaryas 
of post-Ramanuja period. The second work which is an excellent 
poetic composition full of rhythmic beauty contains important 
metaphysical ideas of the Visistadvaita Vedanta. We shall give 
the details separately. 

Nammalvar 

Nammalvar is the most outstanding mystic saint both in terms 
of his extensive composition of the hymns and the distinctive 
contribution he made to the Vaisnava Philosophy and Theology. 
He is, therefore, held in higher esteem by the Sri Vaisnavas and 
regarded as kulapati, the founder-seer of Vaisnava community. 
He is fondly called ' Nam Alvar' (our Saint)., He was bom at 
Tirukkuruhur (the present town of Alvar Tirunagari in South 
India) in the vallala community to Kariyar and Udayanangaiyar, 
who were devotees of Visnu. He was named Maran by his par¬ 
ents. The other names by which he is popularly known are 
Sathakopan and Pararikusa. He often calls himself in his hymns 
as Maran Sathakopan or Kuruhur Sathakopan. 

Nammalvar who is regarded as a divine incarnation, 1 was a 
yogi even at the time of birth. According to tradition, he grew 


1. Vadakku Tiruvldipillai in his Idu describes Nammalvar as a nitya samsari or 
as an individual bom with bondage after passing through several births, as 
indicated in his own hymn (mdri mari pala pirappum pirandu... II.6.8) but blessed 
with divine knowledge by God out of EJis unconditioned compassion (nirhetuka 
krpa). 

See Idu , Mudal Sriyahpati. 
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up as an extraordinary child without any of the normal propen¬ 
sities of an infant. When his worried parents took the child to the 
local Visnu temple, he chose to sit under the tamarind tree in the 
temple precincts and remained there in deep meditation for 16 
years. Later when Madhurakavi discovered his spiritual power, 
he woke him up from the trance and sought him as his guru. 
Nammalvar who had experienced the vision of God then burst 
spontaneously into Tamil hymns of sublime beauty and mystic 
profundity. These are known as Tiruvaymoli or the Divine utter¬ 
ances. 1 

His own writings reveal that Nammalvar was gifted with spiri¬ 
tual knowledge. In the opening hymn of his Tiruvaymoli he says 
that he is blessed by God with knowledge leading to intense love 
for God ( matinalam ). He possessed adequate knowledge of the 
Vedas including the Upanisads, the Ramayana, the Mahabharata, 
the Puranas as well as the Agamas. This is abundantly evident 
from the references he has made to the Upanisadic thoughts, the 
Pauranic episodes and the various incarnations of Visnu. Accord¬ 
ing to tradition, Nammalvar obtained all this knowledge by the 
grace of God through direct intuition, as in the case of Vedic seers 
and not by means of formal study under a preceptor. 2 Though 
he does not quote the $rutis or Scriptural texts, the phrases used 
in the Tamil hymns convey the import of the Upanisadic state¬ 
ments. Nathamuni extols Nammalvar as one who rendered Veda 
into Tamil ( Vedam tamil seyda mdran Sathakopan ). 3 Though 
Nammalvar was bom in a lower caste ( sudra ), he had the highest 
respect for the Vedas and the Brahmins who recite them. 4 As a 
true bhakta of Visnu and also as a divine incarnation, caste did 
not affect either his status as a spiritual leader or the validity of 
his teachings. 

Whether or not Nammalvar travelled widely is not known. He 


1. The word Tiruvaymoli literally means sacred ( tiru ) words (mo/j) emanating 
from the mouth (vdy) of the saint. 

2. See Parasara Bhattar, Rahgardjastava , verse 6. 
sahasra sdkhdrit yo adraksit dramidim Brahma-samhitdm 
See also Vedanta Desika, Pddukdsahasra, verse 1.3 
dmndydnam prakrtim-apardm samhitdm drstavantam ...munim. 

3. See Kanninun-siruttambu, taniyan 2. 

4. See Chapter 8, p 273, fn 2 
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has, however, sung the glory of the area deities in 33 shrines. 
There are references to Vadamadurai (the present Mathura in North 
India) and also to Tuvarapati (Dwaraka). Barring these two, the 
farthest shrine from his native place is Tirupati (Andhra Pradesh). 
Most of the shrines referred to by him are closer to his native 
place located in the present Tirunalvali District (Tamil Nadu) and 
Kerala State. Tradition holds that Nammalvar had visions of these 
deities through his yogic powers. 

The greatest achievement of Nammalvar in his life is the com¬ 
position of four works comprising Tamil hymns dealing with 
Visistadvaita Vedanta, Vaisnava theology and theistic mysticism. 
These are: (1) Tiruviruttam comprising 100 verses, (2) Tiruvaciriyam 
consisting of 7 stanzas, (3) Periya Tiruvandddi comprising 87 verses, 
and (4) Tiruvdymoli, the largest poetic collection with 1,102 hymns. 

Tiruviruttam , as the title itself suggests, is devoted primarily 
to narrate the ardent longing of the soul for communion with 
God. Nammalvar poses himself as a consort (ndyaki), who is 
separated from her Beloved Lord (Ndyaka) and expresses his 
yearning for a reunion with God. The physical and psychological 
conditions of the consort caused by the pangs of separation are 
described with a rich poetic imagery along with pathetic appeals 
to the Supreme Lord, both directly and through the media of the 
emissaries, seeking His grace for a direct union. 

Tiruvaciriyam , named after the dciriyappa metre in which the 
poem is composed, describes briefly the God's personality. His 
glory, the ways and means of attaining Him and the nature of 
the supreme goal. 

Periya Tiruvandddi is a poem written in the andddi style and is 
called great {periya ), because it manifests the deep love of Alvar 
for God. It emphasises the greatness of God as the sole saviour 
of mankind and also as one who is easily accessible to the devo¬ 
tees towards whom He has a loving disposition. It advocates the 
need to worship Him in all possible ways, despite the incapacity 
of the human beings to comprehend His greatness and render 
appropriate divine service. By addressing his own mind, the Alvar 
conveys his ardent craving for direct experience of God. 

The Tiruvdymoli is the largest and most important work of 
Nammalvar. This classical poem comprising 1,102 hymns is di¬ 
vided into ten sections known as pattu (centum) of about 100 
verses each and each centum again subdivided into ten decads 
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and each decad comprising eleven verses called pdsurams. 1 The 
hymns are basically devotional songs inspired by the experience 
of God. They speak about the glory of God in all its aspects. On 
the face of it the mam trend of the Tiruvaymoli looks like an 
ardent longing of the Alvar for direct communion with God 
(saksatkara) culminating in an uninterrupted divine service. Ac¬ 
cording to the traditional scholars, its central theme is that God 
as the Ultimate Reality ( paratattva ) is the goal of human endeavour 
and that He Himself also serves as the means of attainment. 2 3 Each 
centum of the poem covers a specific subject-matter related to the 
central theme and the ten verses in a decad deal with specific 
topics supporting the main subject of the centum. Thus, the entire 
Tiruvaymoli is a well-knit philosophical work presenting the five 
doctrines of the Visistadvaita Philosophy viz., Brahman or God 
to be attained ( prdpya ), th ejlva or the aspirant seeking God (prdptd), 
the sadhana or the means of attainment (prdptyupaya), the goal to 
be attained (phala) and the obstacles in the way of its attainment 
(prapti-virodhi)? 

These four works are held in high esteem by the Vaisnava 
Acaryas. According to some, these represent the four Vedas— Rg, 
Yajur, Sama and Atharva. According to another view which is 
acclaimed by all the Acaryas, only Tiruvaymoli represents the 
Dramida-veda or Tamil-marai (Tamil Veda). Nathamuni, the fore¬ 
most Visistadvaita exponent, describes it as dravida-vedasdgara, 
the ocean of Tamil Veda. Parasara Bhattar regards it as Drdmida 
Brahma-Samhitd. Vedanta Desika considers the Tiruvaymoli as 
Dramida Upanisad and has written two Sanskrit works in verse 
under the title of ' Dramidopanisat-sdra and Dramidopanisat- 
tatparyaratndvali giving the purport of the hymns as related to the 
Bhagavad-gunas. Manavalamamuni also acknowledges that 


1. Only one decad (II.7) which refers to the twelve names of Visnu comprises 
13 verses. The last stanza in each decad speaks of the benefit accruing to one 
who chants the songs of that decad (phalasruti). Thus the Tiruvaymoli, which 
is usually regarded as a poem of thousand pdsurams, actually contains 1,102 
hymns on account of the 100 extra verses as phalasrutis (one for each decad) 
and two additional hymns in the decad (II.7) devoted to 12 names of Visnu. 

2. See DTR verse 7. devah srimdn svasiddheh karanamiti vadan 
ekamartham sahasre.... 

3. See Chapter 8, pp. 268-70. 



22 Philosophy and Theistic Mysticism of the Alvars 

Nammalvar rendered Vedas into Tamil (vedam tamil seyda meyyan). 
The issue relating to the justification of these claims will be dis¬ 
cussed in the concluding chapter. 

Madhurakavi Alvar 

Madhurakavi was born in a Brahmin family at Tirukkolur in 
South India, a few years earlier than Nammalvar. According to 
the tradition, Madhurakavi while he was on a pilgrimage to North 
India, saw the effulgence of the saint Nammalvar and from afar, 
he wended his way to the source of the effulgence and reached 
the tamarind tree under which Nammalvar was seated absorbed 
in meditation. He woke him up from the trance. After discover¬ 
ing the spiritual character of the saint he sought him as his guru 
and continued to serve him with utmost devotion. It is believed 
that he recorded the spontaneous outpourings of Nammalvar. 

Nathamuni has extolled the greatness of Madhurakavi in a 
verse written as a tanian: 

Madhurakavi knew saint Sathakopa as the only true guide 
and preceptor; he knew none else other than him; he became 
overjoyed by singing the holy Upanisadic utterances of 
£athakopa. He hailed Nammalvar as the supreme master 
because of his ennobling qualities and benign virtues. 

Vedanta Desika regards Madhurakavi as a saint of exemplary 
character who has set an illustrious example of the deep devotion 
of a disciple to his guru (acdrya-bhakti). 

The only written contribution made by Madhurakavi is the 
poem of 11 verses in Tamil on Nammalvar under the title of 
Kanninun-siruttambu which also forms part of the Ndldyira 
Divyaprabandham . These verses portray, according to Vedanta 
Desika, ten virtues of Nammalvar which are similar to the qual¬ 
ities of God in terms of offering protection and salvation to a soul. 
By chosing £athakopa as the sole refuge Madhurakavi has dem¬ 
onstrated that deep devotion and service to an dcarya (preceptor) 
is even of greater importance than service to God for attaining 
salvation. This poetical work of Madhurakavi has provided the 
doctrine of acdrya-bhakti which constitutes the corner-stone of the 
Vaisnava theology. 



Periyalvar 

Periyalvar, also known as Visnucitta and Bhattanatha, was bom 
in an orthodox Brahmin family at Sri Villiputtur in South India. 
As his name indicates, he was an ardent devotee of Visnu and 
deeply engrossed in His contemplation. He engaged himself in 
rendering kaihkarya or divine sendee to the deity at the local 
Visnu temple. As a part of this service he cultivated a flower 
garden and used to offer flowers daily to the deity. As recorded 
in his own hymns and the verses written by Nathamuni and 
Vedanta Desika in praise of Periyalvar, he won the distinction of 
establishing the truth that Mdl (Narayana) is the Supreme Deity 
(. Paratattva ). The story goes that Visnucitta was called upon by the 
then Pandya King, Vallabhadeva to expound the quintessence of 
Veda and win the prize set up for the purpose. Though at first 
he was hesitant, he decided to go to the court taking it as a divine 
command. Amidst the other panditas seated in the royal assem¬ 
bly hall, he recited the relevant scriptural texts and established 
conclusively that Narayana is the Paratattva} He thus won the 
prize offered by the Pandyan King. As a mark of respect and 
adoration the king arranged for a ceremonial procession for 
Visnucitta. When he was taken round the main road of the capital 
city on an elephant, he beheld the vision of the Lord Visnu along 
with His consort Laksmi seated on Garuda (Visnu's mount). The 
Alvar who was overwhelmed with joy at the sight of Visnu burst 
out singing the famous hymn pallandu meaning 'May you Long 
Live for many years.' 

One other miraculous event in the life of Periyalvar is the 
acquisition of a female child who was found in his flower garden. 
He adopted her as a daughter and brought her up fondly as a 
God-given gift. She was named Andal, who was later offered in 
marriage to Lord Ranganatha. We shall deal with this story 
separately. 


1. See PeriTM IV.3.11. 

vedanta vilupporulin melirunda vilakkai, 
vittucittan virittanane. 

See also Prabandha sara, verse 9. 
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The two important poetical works contributed by Periyalvar 
are: Tiruppaliandu 1 comprising 12 verses and Periyalvar Tirumoli 
consisting of 461 hymns. The first one is a special type of song 
born out of the overwhelming joy after beholding the vision of 
God, expressed in the form of a prayer wishing an eternal exist¬ 
ence for the Lord. The second one is a beautiful poetic work in 
which Periyalvar enjoys the glory of God in His incarnation as 
Krsna. He poses himself as mother Yasoda and conveys his love 
to God in terms of intense motherly solicitude for the child. He 
also sings the glory of Ramavatara and a few area deities at se¬ 
lected religious centres. Many of the hymns cover the mystic 
experience of God. They are also pregnant with philosophic ideas. 
We shall deal with this subject later. 

Anddl 

Andal also known as Goda was bom at &ri Villiputtur (South 
India). According to the Vaisnava theology she is an incarnation 
of Bhu-devi , one of the consorts of Visnu. She was found in the 
flower garden of Periyalvar and was brought up by him with 
great affection. 

Right from her childhood she developed an intense love for 
God and yearned to marry Him. The intense yearning for union 
is conveyed by her in her hymns. The story goes that she used 
to decorate herself with the flower garland kept ready by her 
foster-father to be offered to the deity at the temple. One day her 
father noticed this act of his daughter and did not offer the garland 
already used by her. That night Periyalvar had a dream in which 
the Lord expressed His displeasure for not offering the garland 
worn by Goda and preferred to accept the one used by her. 
Periyalvar then realised the divine character of his foster-daugh¬ 
ter and called her as Sudikkodutta-ndcciyar, the goddess who of¬ 
fered the garland worn by her. 

When the question of Andal's marriage was causing concern 
for Periyalvar, the latter was commanded in a dream by Lord 

i 


1. According to some Vaisnava Acaryas including Vedanta Desika Tiruppaliandu 
is not a separate lyrical treatise But it is part of Periyalvar TirumolJ. 
Manavalamamum and his followers have accorded a separate status for it. 
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Ranganatha to bring her to Srirangam and offer her in wedding 
to Him. Accordingly he took her to Srirangam and presented her 
to Lord Ranganatha. As soon as Andal entered the sanctum 
sanctorum of the deity, she was absorbed into the idol. 

Andal has contributed two poetical compositions: (1) Tiruppavai 
comprising thirty hymns; (2) Nacciyar Tirumoli consisting of 143 
hymns. The first one is held in high esteem by the Srivaisnavas 
as the spiritual "song of songs". As the title (pavai) indicates, it 
speaks of a religious rite (vrta) observed by a bride during the 
month of Margaslrsa in the autumn season to secure a person of 
one's choice as husband. Keeping Lord Krsna of Brndavan in 
mind as her beloved bridegroom, Goda, in the guise of a gopi in 
love with Krsna along with other companions implores the Lord 
to fulfil her cherished desire. The thirty poems portray beautiful¬ 
ly the ritual ceremony (ndnpu) observed in the early morning of 
the winter month, the awakening of companions from sleep, the 
waking of the persons in the Lord's mansion including His con¬ 
sort and finally imploring the Lord Himself to grant them the 
boon. But, these hymns, as explained by the Vaisnava Acaryas, 
carry much deeper import of a spiritual character. They speak 
about the nature of the Ultimate Reality and the means of attain¬ 
ing the supreme goal. In view of this philosophical significance 
Tiruppavai' is considered as the quintessence of the Upanisads. We 
shall deal with this aspect separately. 

The second composition of Andal known as Nacciyar Tirumoli 
contains the mystic outpourings of Andal's intense love for Lord 
Krsna seeking a union with the beloved Lord. The various as¬ 
pects of the mystic experience of God-intoxicated woman—the 
anguish, the despondency, seeking the help of the God of love 
(manmatha ), sending of messengers as mediators, the aggressive 
behaviour in the absence of favourable response from the lover 
are *all depicted in erotic verses. Some of these hymns are also 
of theological significance as they focus on the concept of abso¬ 
lute surrender of the soul to God to earn His grace. This point 
will be brought out in the later chapters. 

Kulasekhara Alvar 

Kulasekhara was born in Tiruvancikkulam in the State of Kerala 
(South India). From his own writings it is evident that he be¬ 
longed to a royal family and ruled over the Chera kingdom, the 



26 Philosophy and Theistic Mysticism of the Alvars 

present Kerala in South India. 1 As an ardent devotee of Visnu he 
spent most of his time in the company of Bhagavatas listening 
to the religious discourses. The story goes that in order to dis¬ 
suade him from his religious preoccupation and pay more atten¬ 
tion to his royal duties, the ministers manoeuvred to bring the 
charge of theft of a precious ornament of the family deity on the 
pious Bhagavatas. In order to prove their innocence, Kulasekhara 
voluntarily inserted his hand into the pot filled with a live poi¬ 
sonous cobra which did not hurt him and thereby he exposed the 
plot hatched by the deceitful ministers. Later he abdicated his 
throne, moved to £rirangam and engaged himself wholly in the 
service of God and Godly men. 

Kulasekhara Alvar has contributed only one poetical compo¬ 
sition in the name of Perumal Tirumoli comprising 105 hymns 
roughly divided into ten decads. The first three decads are de¬ 
voted to the glory of the area deity at Srlrangam. He expresses 
his craving to have the vision of the Lord, the zeal to spend the 
time in the company of Bhagavatas and his madness after God. 
In the next two decads he sings the glory of the area deities at 
Tirumalai, Tillai Cittirakutam (the present Chidambaram) and 
Tiruvakkodu, a religious centre in Kerala. In the last five decads 
Kulasekhara gives expression to his mystic experience of God by 
contemplating on the selected episodes of the Bhagavata and 
Ramayana. He imagines himself as DevakI and weeps over her 
plight at being forced to forsake infant Krsna to protect him from 
the murderous hand of Kamsa. He also poses himself as Kausalya 
and pours out the motherly affection towards Rama as a child. 
He also imagines himself as Dasaratha and laments over Rama's 
exile in the forest. 

In these hymns two important doctrines, which are vital to 
Vaisnava theology have been brought out. These are: the service 
to God ( Bhagavat-kairikarya ) and service to the Lord's devotees 
( Bhagavata-kainkarya). We shall discuss these theories in a later 
chapter. 

Tondaradippodi Alvar 

Tondaradippodi, also known as Bhaktanghrirenu was bom in an 


1. See Perumal Tirumoli II. 10. 

kollikavalan kudalnayakan kolikkon kulasekaran. 
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orthodox Brahmin family at Tirumandahgudi in Tamil Nadu 
(South India). Right from the childhood he developed an intense 
devotion to Visnu. With a keen desire to offer divine service to 
Lord Ranganatha at Srlrangam, he took up the pious occupation 
of cultivating a flower garden and offered daily tulasl leaves and 
flowers to the deity. It is said that this devotee was one day 
captivated by the beauty of a harlot named Devadevi, who ac¬ 
cidently came to his garden. He found in her an irresistible charm 
and fell into her trap. By the grace of God, he was later rescued 
from the degraded life and made to repent the grave error com¬ 
mitted by him. Thereafter, he dedicated himself not only to serve 
God but also His devotees. He sincerely believed that he is a 
devotee of devotees of God and called himself as Tondaradippodi 
which means one who enjoyed besmearing his head with the dust 
of the feet of devotees. In one of his hymns he prays to God to 
wake up and make him His humble devotee, who is ever keen 
on doing service to His ardent worshippers. 1 

Tondaradippodi has contributed two poetical works: (1) 
Tirumdlai comprising 45 hymns; (2) Tiruppalliyelucci consisting of 
ten verses. The first work is described as sacred garland ( mdlai ) 
of poems offered to Lord Ranganatha. In these verses the Alvar 
refers to the ephemeral character of the human life and also the 
worldly and heavenly pleasures, the need to control the sense 
organs, the ways of overcoming obstacles to attain God, the need 
of reciting the names of God to get rid of the sins and the im¬ 
portance of service to God and Godly men. A few verses reveal 
the plight of the Alvar himself when he had become a slave to 
his sense organs. 

The second one, as the title indicates, is a celebrated song of 
the early morning meant to awaken Lord Ranganatha from His 
yogic slumber (yoga-nidrd ). Naturally, the verses contain a poetic 
description of the dawn—the sun rise, the gentle breeze, the fra¬ 
grance of the fresh blossoms, the movement of birds, the buzz 
of bees, the desire of celestial beings to offer worship etc. They 
also refer to the various glorious acts of God during His incar¬ 
nations. 


1. Tiruppalliyelucci, verse 10. 
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The concept of Bhdgavata-kairikarya or service to the devotees 
of Bhagavan (Visnu), which is developed into an important doc¬ 
trine in later Vaisnava theology, finds its strong roots in the hymns 
of Tondaradippodi. We shall discuss this in a later chapter. 

Tiruppdndlvdr 

Following the traditional chronology, Tiruppanalvar comes after 
Tondaradippodi and earlier than Tirumahgai Alvar. He was born 
at Woraiyur near Srlrahgam in South India in a family belonging 
to a low caste. He was stated to be a musician as well as a poet 
deeply devoted to Lord Ranganatha. Because of his caste, he was 
not permitted to enter the precincts of the temple, in accordance 
with the religious custom then prevalent. However, as a person 
of pious and highly devotional character he used to sing the 
songs in praise of God by sitting on the banks of the river Kaveri 
facing the temple. According to the traditional account, it so 
happened that one day a temple priest named Lokasaranga Muni 
hurled a stone at Panan as he was found obstructing the pathway 
to the river. Panan, who was in a state of ecstacy, was hurt and 
after realizing his mistake in not responding to the shouting of 
the priest, he repented. That very night. Lord Ranganatha who 
was moved by the sincere devotion of Panan and who also does 
not discriminate between His devotees on the basis of caste, com¬ 
manded the priest in his dream to bring the saint inside the 
sanctum. Following the divine command, the priest carried Panan 
on his shoulders and took him inside the temple so that he could 
offer worship to Lord Ranganatha. This incident is celebrated by 
the fact that the saint is named Munivahana or the one who was 
carried on the shoulders of the Muni. On entering the sanctum, 
the saint was so captivated by the enchanting beauty of the deity 
that he expressed it in his hymns. While he was in a state of 
trance he is believed to have vanished, becoming one with divin¬ 
ity. 

Panalvar has contributed only one short poem of ten signifi¬ 
cant verses under the title of Amalanddipirdn. These hymns de¬ 
scribe the grandeur of every part of the divine body of Lord 
Ranganatha—the feet, the apparel, the navel, the waist girdle, the 
chest, the neck, the mouth with red lips, the eyes and the entire 
body as a whole. The beauty of the deity appeared so bewitching 
to the saint that he gave expression to his joy in the following last 
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words uttered by him: "My eyes having beheld Thee cannot verily 
see anything else." Even this shortest composition of ten hymns 
is not without philosophical ideas. As explained by Vedanta 
Desika, 1 every hymn brings out the important attributes of God. 
The word amalan (blemishless) used at the outset and which is 
adopted as the title of the work, signifies one of the essential 
attributes laid down by Vedanta for determining the Ultimate 
Reality. We shall discuss this matter later. 

Tirumangai Alvar 

Tirumangai, also known as Kaliyan and Parakalan, was born at 
Tirukkuraiyalur in Tamil Nadu (South India) in a family of tribal 
brigands. In his younger days he was well-trained in archery and 
in recognition of his valour and skill in this art, he was made the 
chieftan of a group of villages with Tirumangai as headquarters 
under the sway of the Chola King. He thus earned the title of 
Tirumangai-mannan or the Chief of Tirumangai, which remained 
his name even after he became a saint. There is an interesting 
story about how a person leading a life of brigand in younger 
days became later an ardent devotee of Narayana and an Alvar 
(mystic saint) of extraordinary eminence. According to the tradi¬ 
tional account, which is also substantiated by a few biographical 
details given in the hymns, Tirumangai came to know about a 
very handsome heavenly nymph named Kumudavalli, who was 
an adpoted daughter of a Vaisnavite native doctor. He married 
her on a condition stipulated by her that he should become a true 
Vaisnavite both by conviction and deeds and for this purpose he 
should also feed daily 1,008 Vaisnavas for a period of one year. 
He managed to fulfil this expensive promise by indulging in 
highway robbery. One day while he was engaged in such an 
occupation, he chanced to come across a newly married couple. 
He attempted to rob the jewellery worn by them. As he was 
trying hard to remove the ornament on the toe of the bride, he 
realised that the young couple were none other than the Lord 
Narayana and His beloved consort. With a keen desire to trans- 


1. Sri Desika in his Munivahanabhoga, a commentary on Amalanadipiran, points 
out that these ten stanzas convey the meaning of Astdksara , the eight syllabled 
Narayana Mantra. 
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form Kaliyan into a saint. Lord Narayana imparted to him the 
spiritual knowledge. The first ten hymns of the Periya Tirumoli 
speak how Tirumangai was transformed after learning the mean¬ 
ing of Narayana Mantra which is acknowledged by the Sri Vaisnava 
Acaryas as the most important mantra containing the quintes¬ 
sence of Vedanta. With his becoming a Vaisnava saint, Tirumangai 
gave up his vocation as a chieftain and engaged himself in divine 
service by visiting the various Vaisnava religious centres all over 
India right from Badrinath in the North to Tirukkuruhgudi in the 
extreme South. These visits which cover nearly 86 centres are 
immortalised in his monumental work, Periya Tirumoli. 

Tirumangai-mannan, one of the most learned Tamil poets, has 
contributed six poetical compositions. These are: 

(1) Periya Tirumoli with 1,084 hymns of high literary excellence. 

(2) Tirukkuruntandakam with 20 verses. 

(3) Tiruneduntandakam with 30 verses. 

(4) Tiruvelukurrirukkai as a single long poem in 47 lines. 

(5) Siriya Tirumadal consisting of 155 lines. 

(6) Periya Tirumadal consisting of 297 lines. 

These extensive poetical works constitute a major part of the 
Ndlayira Divyaprabandham . They not only exhibit the poetical genius 
of the author but also convey important theological teachings of 
Vaisnavism. We shall cover them in the appropriate chapters 
dealing with the concerned doctrines. For the present we may 
take note of a few general features of .these poems. 

Periya Tirumoli is the most important work of Tirumangai Alvar. 
It is a composition of a large number of devotional verses gen¬ 
erally on the greatness of the several Vaisnava shrines, the area 
deities installed therein and in particular the numerous auspi¬ 
cious attributes of God as experienced by the mystic saint. Be¬ 
sides the detailed references to God and His attributes, there are 
a large number of verses which speak about human suffering 
caused by bondage and the ways and means of overcoming it 
leading ultimately to the attainment of God. As Vedanta Desika 
describes, the Periya Tirumoli provides a deep insight into the 
spiritual knowledge ( arivu tarum periya Tirumoli). 1 


1. Prabandhasara, verse 13. 
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Tirukkuruntdndakam and Tiruneduntandakam: Tandakam literally 
means a staff used as a support while walking up a hill. In the 
context of the poetry, it refers to a particular type of poetical 
composition addressed to God as comparing Him to such a sup¬ 
port or in other words, a source of sustenance for the soul. The 
words kuru and nedu signify the length of the compositions in 
terms of the number of verses and the number of meters adopted 
in the poems. The main theme of the Tirukkuruntdndakam is that 
the soul is wholly dependent on God who is the sole supporter 
and it can hope to escape the suffering by means of sincere prayers 
and worship to Him. The Tiruneduntandakam—which is a longer 
poetical composition portrays the mystic experience of God by 
the saint. Here the Alvar speaks in the guise of a ndyaki or consort 
of God who is separated from her beloved Lord ( Ndyaka ). He 
conveys his mental anguish caused by separation from God in 
the mystic language through the media of the mother of the maiden 
and also directly as maiden. 

Tiruvelukiirrirukkai is a single long poem of 47 lines. It deals 
with the concept of absolute surrender of the soul to God who 
out of his supreme saving power can rescue it from bondage. The 
nature of God, the means of attaining Him and the supreme goal 
to be attained are all briefly presented in this poem. 

Siriya Tirumadal and Periya Tirumadal : The term madal refers to 
a traditional custom in which the man or woman who has been 
in love with his or her lover takes a vow to secure the person 
loved, by openly demonstrating in public his or her love to the 
person concerned. The custom generally followed for this pur¬ 
pose in the ancient Tamil country was that the person affected 
would take a ride in a street on a palmyra stem using it as a horse, 
so that the lover having been exposed to public scandal, realizes 
his mistake and comes back to the aggrieved person. Tirumahgai 
Alvar adopts this concept of madal in expressing his intense love 
for God to arouse the compassion of the latter to the former so 
that he can obtain communion with Him. Here the love expressed 
towards God is of a spiritual type expressing the soul's longing 
for union with Him. It is an aspect of bhakti expressed in the 
mood ( bhdva ) of a maiden towards her lover. The mystic saint 
assumes the guise of a ndyaki or consort and conveys the inner 
feelings caused by separation from the Ndyaka , the Supreme Lord. 
The two madals portray the mystic feelings of the saint towards 
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God. We shall deal with this subject in detail in the chapter on 
the mysticism of the Alvars. 


IV. The Classification of the Prabandhams 

We may recapitulate the works of the Alvars in a chronological 

order: 


1. Poygai Alvar 

Ivludal Tiruvandadi 

100 

verses 

2. Putattalvar : 

Iranddm Tiruvandadi 

100 

m 

3. Pey Alvar 

Munram Tiruvandadi 

100 

m 

4. TirumaHsai Alvar 

Ndnmukan Tiruvandadi 

96 

Tl 


Tiruccanda Viruttam 

120 

U 

5. Nammalvar 

Tiruviruttam 

100 

" 


Tiruvdciriyam 

7 

M 


Periya Tiruvandadi 

87 

II 


Tiruvdymoli 

1,102 

11 

6. Madhurakavi Alvar 

Kanninun-Siruttambu 

11 

II 

7. Kulasekhara Alvar 

Perumdl Tirumoli 

105 

11 

8. Periyalvar 

Tiruppallandu 

12 

It 


Periyalvar Tirumoli 

461 

II 

9. Andal 

Tiruppdvai 

30 

VI 


Ndcciyar Tirumoli 

143 

tl 

10. Tondaradippodi 

Tiruppalli-elucci 

10 

11 


Tirumalai 

45 


11. Panalvar 

Amalanddipirdn 

10 

” 

12. Tirumarigai Alvar 

Periya Tirumoli 

1,084 



Tirukkuruntdndakam 

20 

" 


Tiruneduntandakam 

30 

• 1 


Tiruvelukurrirukkai 

1 

M 


Siriya Tirumadal 

77V .i 

H 


Periya Tirumadal 

148 l /2 

"1 


The above enumeration is in accordance with the views of 
Manavalamamuni and his followers. There are twenty-four 
prabandhams of varying size, making a total collection of 4,000 
hymns, known as Naldyira Divyaprabandham. Vedanta Desika and 
his followers do not acknowledge Tiruppallandu as a separate 


1 The Siriya Tirumadal and Pcriya Tirumadal are actually two long single poems 
but they are split up mo 77Vi and 148 Vi verses by the followers of Terikalai 
sect to make up a total of four thousand hymns. 
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poem but treat it as part of Periyalvar Tirumoli. The $iriya Tirumadal 
and Periya Tirumadal are split up by him into 40 and 78 verses 
respectively instead of 77V2 and 148*/2. In order to make up the 
total of 4,000, he adds the Rdmdnuja-nurrandadi, a Tamil prabandham 
comprising 108 hymns composed by Tiruvarahgattamudanar in 
praise of Ramanuja. The justification for doing so is that it is 
similar to Kanninun-Siruttambu, which is a poem in praise of an 
Acarya. Thus, in either case the total number of prabandhams with 
4,000 hymns to be collectively called as Nalayira Divyaprabandham 
remains unchanged. 

The twenty-four prabandhams have been divided into four parts. 
The Tiruvdymoli of Nammalvar with 1,102 hymns forms one part. 
The Periya Tirumoli with 1,084 hymns of Tirumarigai along with 
Tiruneduntdndakam (30 verses) Tirukkuruntdndakam (20 verses) 
constitute another part. The prabandhams of Periyalvar, Andal, 
Kulasekharan, Tondaradippodi, Panan, Mathurakavi and 
Tiruccanda Viruttam of Tirumalisai are grouped together under 
the title of Mudaldyiram forming the third part. The rest of the 
prabandhams are categorised as a separate part under the name 
of Iyarpd. The basis on which this division into four parts is made 
is not clear, though the Vaisnava tradition has offered some 
explanation. The general belief is that the entire Divyaprabandham 
is an exposition of the three Vaisnava mantras — astdksara, dvaya 
and carama-sloka —containing the essence of the esoteric doctrine 
of Vaisnava sampraddya. The division of the four thousand hymns 
into four parts is accordingly made following the order in which 
these esoteric doctrines are contained in the prabandhams. 

All these poems are commented by the Vaisnava Acaryas. While 
only two Acaryas—Periyavaccan Pillai and Periya Parakala- 
svami—have commented on all the prabandhams in manipravala, 
several others have written scholarly commentaries on Tiruvdymoli. 
The firsfbne known as Arayirappadi (6,000 granthas) 1 was writ- 


1. The word padi or grantha is a unit of 32 letters. It was customary to indicate 
the length of a manipravala commentary on Tiruvdymoli in terms of the number 
of units it comprises. Thus, these commentaries are named as 6,000, 9,000, 
12,000,24,000,36,000 etc. It is also believed that these commentaries correspond 
in terms of units, to Sanskrit works such as die Visrtu Purdna, £fi-bhdsya, 
Bhdgavata; Ramdyana, and SrutaprakdSika respectively. 
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ten by Tirukkurukaipiran Pillan (1068 a.d ), a direct disciple of 
Ramanuja. It is believed that Pillan was directed by Ramanuja to 
write it. From the style and the extensive Sanskrit phraseology 
used in it which is almost similar to that of Ramanuja, it is evident 
that Pillan is faithfully following Ramanuja's teachings. 

The other commentaries on the Tiruvdymoli are: 

1. NanjTyar (1113 a d.),, a disciple of Rhattar—the commentary 
known as Onpadindyirappadi (9,000 granthas). 

2 Perivavaccan Filial (1168 ad.). a little more elaborate com¬ 
mentary titled as Irupattunaldyirappddi (24,000 granthas). 

3. Vadakkutiruvidi Pillai (1167 a.d.), a much longer commen¬ 
tary known as Idu Muppattiydrdyarappddi (36,000 granthas )3 

4. Vadikesari Alakiamanavala Jiyar (1242 a.d ), with a shorter 
commentary named Pannirdyirappadi (12,000 granthas). 

5. Rangaramanuja (1650 a.d.) a brief commentary in Sanskrit 
known as Onpadindyirappadi (9,000 granthas). 

6. Periya Parakalasvami (1676 a.d.), a fairly detailed commen¬ 
tary with the title of Padinettdyirappadi (18,000 granthas). 

7. Vedanta Ramanuja also known as Saksatsvami (1700 a.d.), 
a sub-commentary on Pillan’s Ardyirappddi which is titled as 
Iruppattundldyirappddi (24,000 granthas) and also Sabdartha, 
explaining the meaning of the hymns. 

It is said that Vedanta Desika also wrote an elaborate commen¬ 
tary under the title Nigama Parimala, but this work is not extant. 
What is now left are the two Sanskrit" works in verses viz., 
Dramidopanisat-sdra and Dramidopanisat-tatparya-ratndvali which 
present the purport of the Tiruvaymoli. Alakiyamanavalaperumal 
Nayanar (13th century) has written a work in manipravaja under 
the title Acaryahrdayam. Though it is not a commentary as such 
on Tiruvdymoli , it is held in high esteem by the Tehkalai sect of 
Vaisnavas as it is claimed to present the purport and the inner 
meaning of the hymns of Nammalvar. 


1. Some £ri Vaisnavas of Tenkalai sect regard Idu as the commentary of Nampillai 
(Nampillai Vyakhyanarh) because it contains his oral discourses on Tiruvaymoli 
which were recorded in writing by his disciple, Vadakkutiruvldi Pillai. 
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Of all these, Pillan's Arayirappadi is brief and precise. It brings 
out the philosophical implications of the hymns. At the beginning 
of each decad, it provides a brief introduction which explains the 
sequence of the different decads. It also reflects the thoughts of 
Ramanuja as found in his works. That it is more authentic and 
reliable to know the mind of the Alvar is evident from the fact 
that Vedanta Desika, Alakiyamanavala Jlyar, Saksatsvami and 
Periya Parakalasvami closely follow Pillan's views. The other 
commentators—Nahjlyar, Periyavaccan Pillai and Vadakkutiruvidi 
Pillai—do not seem to lean heavily on Pillan's comments and 
they have attempted to write an independent commentary on 
Tiruvdymoli. Nahjlyar, as a disciple of Parasara Bhattar expresses 
mostly the views claimed to have been held by the latter. 
Periyavaccan Pillai follows the same trend of thought as Nahjlyar. 
Vadakkutiruvidi Pillai elaborates the views of Periyavaccan Pillai. 
His commentary which is popularly known as Idu contains de¬ 
tails drawn from the Rdmayana and the Puranas by way of elu¬ 
cidating the theological and esoteric doctrines of Vaisnavism along 
with several anecdotes preserved by tradition. Most of the theo¬ 
logical details included in the Idu for interpreting the hymns are 
of later origin. In spite of this, it is an excellent theological treatise 
on the post-Ramanuja Vaisnavism. 

It is beyond the scope of this book to attempt a comparative 
study of the commentaries on Tiruvdymoli. Our main interest is 
to expound the philosophical teachings of the Alvars as con¬ 
tained in the original hymns. The theological details offered by 
way of interpretation of the hymns are, therefore, left out of our 
study. However, they have been made use of, wherever neces¬ 
sary, to bring out the true purport of the teachings of the Alvars. 
The Arayirappadi of Pillan and the Dramidopanisat-tdtparya-ratndvali 
of Vedanta Desika, supplemented with the commentaries of Periya 
Parakalasvami and Saksatsvami provide a better insight into the 
philosophical teachings of the Alvars. These have been extensive¬ 
ly made use of in presenting the philosophy of the Alvars. 



Chapter 2 


THE DOCTRINE OF ULTIMATE 
REALITY 


I. The Philosophical Theory of Paratattva 
The theory of Ultimate Reality (paratattva ), which is an impor¬ 
tant subject of Vedanta has received considerable attention of 
the Alvars in general and Nammalvar in particular. The Vedanta- 
sutra which is primarily concerned with an enquiry into the 
nature of Brahman, as is evident from the opening aphorism, 
attempts to determine the nature of the Ultimate Reality by 
specifying the criteria of Reality without mentioning the name 
of any cult God, though some commentators on the Sutras equate 
the term Brahman with a specific deity. Nammalvar adopts the 
same kind of philosophic approach in dealing with the theory 
of Reality. In the first ten hymns of his classical Tiruvdymoli, 
which contains the quintessence of the Vedanta, he presents the 
theory of Ultimate Reality without stating the name of any deity. 
He portrays the nature of Reality in unambiguous terms and in 
conformity with the Upanisadic teachings. To clear the suspicion 
of dogmaticism he states categorically that his teachings about 
the Reality have the support of the authoritative scriptural texts. 1 

According to Nammalvar, the Ultimate Reality is the Supreme 
Personal Being. At the very outset Nammalvar defines it as the 
one who is endowed with infinite auspicious attributes par 
excellence . In his own words. He who posseses infinite 


1. TVM 1.1.7 Sudar-miku Suritiyul ulan. 
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unsurpassable bliss is the Reality. 1 He is essentially of the nature 
of spiritual knowledge and bliss. 2 He is distinct from the ma¬ 
terial objects which are cognized by the sense organs and also 
from the sentient souls which can be comprehended by the mind 
cleansed of all impurities through yogic practice. 3 He exists at 
all times and in all places. 4 There is none who is either higher 
than Him or equal to Him. 5 

All the sentient beings and the non-sentient entities in the 
universe derive their existence (satta) from that one Supreme 
Person. 6 Their sustenance ( sthiti ) also is dependent on Him. 7 All 
their activities are controlled by His will ( sankalpa ). 8 He abides 
in all that exists in the universe as their antaratma and controls 
them from within. 9 He pervades every particle of water in the 
ocean, every minute particle of ether and earth and all the subtle 
individual souls. 10 Though He is in every object and in every 
place. He is invisible. 11 He is the one who creates the universe 
and dissolves it. 12 The universe is organically related to the 
Supreme Being in the same way as the physical body is related 
to the soul within. 13 All these facts are well-established by the 
unquestionable scriptural texts. 

The above description of the nature of the Ultimate Reality, 
as summed up succintly in the opening ten hymns of the 
Tiruvaymoli, settles the major controversial issue in Vedanta as 
to whether Brahman is nirvisesa, undifferentiated or $avi§esa, 

1. TVM 1.1.1 uyarvara uyamalam udaiyavan yavan avan. 

The word uyarnalam in this hymn literally means dmnda, par excellence, as 
described in the Anandavalli of of TaittirJya Upanisad. But it is interpreted 
by the commentators as ananta kalydna-guna, infinite auspicious attributes. 
See Pillan, AP 1.1.1 dnandddi asankhyeya kalydna-guna-mahodadhi. 

2. TVM 1.1.2 unar mulu nalam. 

3. TVM 1.1.2. 

4. TVM 1.1.3 olivilan paranda anndlam udaiyoruvan. 

5. TVM 1.1.2 edir nikal kaljvinum inanilan mihumrai ilan. 

6. TVM 1.1.4 See DTR 11, svayatta a$esa satta. 

7. TVM 1.1.5 See Pillan, AP jagad-raksanam tadadhinam. 

8. TVM 1.1.6 See Pillan, AP samasta pravrtti nivrttihafum paramapurusa 
sankalpadhinam. 

9. TVM 1.1.7. 

10. Ibid. 1.1.10. 

11. Ibid, karandu engum parandulan. 

12. TVM 1.1.8 vinmudal muluvadum varanmudaldy , 

avai muludu utida paraparan . 

13. TVM 1.1.7 udalmiSai uyirena karandu engum parandulan. 
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differentiated. Nammalvar as well as other Alvars uphold the 
Savisesa Brahma-vdda, which obviously appears to have been in 
vogue long before 6amkara. The teachings of the Alvars, there¬ 
fore, lend greater support to Ramanuja than to Samkara. 

It is worth noting the detailed exposition of the nature of 
Ultimate Reality as expressed in the hymns scattered all over the 
Divyaprabhandham. The most striking feature of the Reality as 
portayed prominently by the Alvars is that the Supreme Being 
of Vedanta is personal God in the name of Nardyana who 
possesses not only infinite auspicious attributes but also a 
spiritual body bedecked with weapons and ornaments. Such a 
view of Reality has undoubtedly a theological complexion of the 
God of Religion, affirming the supremacy of one particular deity 
as against others. We shall deal with this aspect of Reality 
separately. At present we may take note of the philosophical 
view of Reality. 

In reply to the question 'What is Brahman?', the Tattirlya 
Upanisad says: 

"That from which all beings are bom, that by which when 
bom they live and that unto which, when departing, they 
enter." 1 

On the basis of this statement, the Veddnta-sutra defines Brah¬ 
man as that from which proceed the creation, sustenance and 
dissolution of the universe. 2 Accordingly Brahman, the Ultimate 
Reality of metaphysics, should be the primary cause of creation, 
sustenance and dissolution of the universe. In conformity with 
this Vedanta theory, the Alvars repeatedly point out that the 
Supreme Being is the one who creates the universe, proctects it 
and also dissolves it. 3 They also mention additional cosmic 

1. TUp m i yato va imam bhutani jayante; 

yena jatani jivanti; 
yat prayanty-abhisamvisanti ; 
tad vijijndsasva; 
tad brahmeti. 

2. VS 1.1.2 janmadyasya yatah. 

3. TVM 1.9.1 evaiyum yavarum tannulle dhiyum dkkiyum kakkum avaiyul tanimudal. 

See also TVM X.5.3 tdne ulahelldm, tdne padaittidandu, tdne undu umilidu tdne alvane. 

See also TVM IX.3.2, IV.10.3, VII.1.3, X.7.9, VIII.1.5. 

See also FTM HI. 1.10 muvalahu undu umi[ndu alanda. 

MTi 2. nl padaittu idandu undu umilnda par. 

ITI 47. jfidlam alandidandu undu umiUnda anttal. 
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functions referred to in the Vedas and Puranas viz., pervasion 
of the entire universe by three strides, retention of it in the body 
during deluge and the restoration of the universe hidden in the 
ocean. They describe these functions in the metaphorical terms 
of 'swallowing the universe' ( undu ) implying the dissolution, 
'retention of it in the stomach' indicating the protection during 
the period of deluge and 'spitting it out' ( umilndu ) signifying the 
act of creation. The fuller implications of these metaphors will 
be explained in a later chapter. 1 2 

The Upanisadic passage relating to the cosmic creation states 
that in the beginning (prior to creation) only (sat), which is also 
known as Brahman and Atman, existed and the same one Reality 
without a second willed to become many} These passages 
emphasise the fact that sat or Brahman is the source of the 
universe. As explained in the Vedanta-sutra , it is the material 
cause (upaddna-kdrana) of the universe. 3 It creates the universe 
by its will (Iksana or sahkalpa) without the aid of any other 
accessories. These teachings of the Upanisads are manifestly 
brought out in several hymns by Nammalvar. Thus he says: 

At that time (prior to creation) when there was nothing- 
neither the celestial beings (deuas) nor the cosmic universe, 
nor the living beings nor other entities—the Adippirdn 
(primordial Deity) created along with the four-faced 
Brahma, the devas and the universe with the living beings. 4 

Another hymn states more specifically that the Supreme Being 
is one only without a second (tan oruruve tanivittdy)} This cryptic 
statement is a reiteration of the Chdndogya Upanisadic text viz., 
sadeva saumya idam agra dsit ekameva advitlyam. The implication 
of this statement, as interpreted by Ramanuja, is that Brahman 
is both the material (upaddna) and instrumental cause (nimitta) 
and that it is not in need of any accessories (sahakdrT) for the 
purpose of creation of the universe. The three words in the 


1. See Chapter 3. 

2. See ChUp VI.2.1 AiUp 1.1, BrUp m.4.10. 

3. See VS 1.4.23 prakrttica.... 

4. TVM IV. 10.1 oqrum trvum ulahum uyirum marmim 

yadumilla anru ndnmukan tannodu 

tevar ulahodu uyir padaittdn . Cp. Mahopanisad, eko ha vai ndrayana 

dsit na brahma neiana na dydvd prthim. 


5. TVM 1.5.4. 




The Doctrine of Ultimate Reality 


41 


Tamil hymn— tdne, dr, tani —signify the absence of upaddndntara, 
sahakdryantara and nimittdntara respectively. 1 In other words, the 
Supreme Person, according to Nammalvar is the threefold cause 
( trividha-karana ). That is, He is the sole material cause. He Him¬ 
self is the instrumental cause and He Himself (His sankalpa) 
serves as the accessory cause. Tirumangai Alvar describes the 
Supreme Being as ddikkum adi, meaning that it is the primary 
source of the universe 2 Even though He is the material cause. 
He is not subject to any modification but remains unchanged. 3 

The Supreme Being is a transcendental Reality. It is also im¬ 
manent in the universe. Both these aspects of Reality are brought 
out clearly in the hymns. The repeated references to the all- 
pervasive character of Paramatman in several hymns reveal 
beyond any doubt His immanence or antardtmatva . The simple 
statement made in the very first decad of the Tiruvdymoli that 
the Supreme Being pervades everywhere at all times supports 
this view. The Antarydmi Brdhmana of Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 
states that Paramatman (Brahman) abides in all entities in the 
universe—the five physical elements, the sun, space, moon, stars, 
ether, all beings ( sarva-bhuta ), the five sense organs including 
manas and the individual self (vijndna or dtman); though none of 
these entities knows His presence. He controls it from within. 
This Upanisad further asserts that Paramatman dwelling inside 
every entity including the soul is its dtman, antarydmi and amrta 
(esa ta dtmd antarydmi-amrtah ). 4 While acknowledging all these 
facts Nammalvar goes a step further to emphasise the immanent 
character of Paramatman . In a very characteristic way he says: 

The Supreme Being abides in every particle of water of the 
wide-spread cool ocean, in the same way as it pervades the 
gross physical elements of the cosmic universe; it also abides 
in the infinitesimal souls and in every minute particle of 
earth. 5 

In other words. He exists both within and outside the sentient 
beings and non-sentient entities of the universe, though His pres- 


1. See tdu 1.5.4, See also £S 1.5.4. 

2. PTM IX.7.1. 

3. TVM 1.5.2 ninainda elld porulhalkum vittay mudalil sidaiydme. 

4. BrUp \ .7.7. 

5. TVM 1.1.10, See also TVM X.10.8 murra karandu olittay. 
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ence is not comprehensible. Nammalvar uses two significant 
words to express this truth: karandu engum-parandulan. Karandu 
which literally means hidden (antarhita) implies that the pres¬ 
ence of the Supreme Being inside an object is not known by it 
(adrsya). The word engum-parandulan means that He abides in 
every place (sarvatra) by His pervasion. The fuller implication of 
it is that Paramatman abides in all that exists in the universe, both 
within and without, by virtue of His all-pervasive character, as 
stated in the Taittirlya Narayana Upanisad. 1 Nammalvar ex¬ 
pressly states in another hymn that the Supreme Being creates 
the universe and pervades inside every entity (ulldy) and also 
outside it ( purattdy ). 2 This indicates that the immanence of 
Paramatman is full and complete. Keeping this in mind, Vedanta 
Desika uses the expression, sarvatattvesu purtih 3 which means 
Paramatman pervades fully in all entities by His svariipa. This 
signifies that the soul which is monadic in nature (anu) devoid 
of any form or physical structure, unlike the particle of earth, 
has in it the Paramdtma-svarupa. Similarly, the vibhu-dravya such 
as kala (time) which has no outer space is associated with 
paramdtma-svarupa. 4 It is in this sense that Nammalvar describes 
the svariipa of paratattva . 

Though the Supreme Lord is immanent in all that exists in 
the universe—both the sentient beings as well as non-sentient 
things—He remains unaffected by the changes in them such as 
growth, decay and other modifications. Thus says Nammalvar: 

The Lord is the very sentient beings and non-sentient things; 
but He is not touched by their defects; He is also beyond 
the comprehension of the five sense organs; He is constituted 
of spiritual knowledge; the jlvdtaman (soul) inside the body 
is not affected (by the defects of the body); if this is possible 
the same principle holds good in respect of Paramatman. 5 

1. TNUp, 94 ant ah bahisca tat sarvam vydpya ndrdyanah sthitah. 

2. TVM VH.8.8 munniya muvulahum avaiydy avarrai padittu 
pinnum ulldy purattdy. 

The word ulldy means one who abides inside an entity; purattdy means one who 
abides outside it. 

3. DTR 11. 

4. See PPS 1.1.10. 

5. See TVM III.4.10 yavaiyum yavarum tdnay-avaravar samayam torum 

toyvilan pulanaindukkum solappadan unarvin murtti 
dviser uyirinullal ddumdr parrildda 
pdvanai adanaik-kudil avanaiyum kudaldme. 
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The implication of this hymn, as elucidated by the commen¬ 
tators is to reveal the transcendental spiritual character of the 
Supreme Being who is untouched by defects (dosair-adusta?n). ] 
The Vedanta-sutra, as interpreted by Ramanuja, points out that 
Brahman is free from defects even though it abides in all things, 
because all the Scriptural and Smrti texts declare that by its very 
nature it is free from all imperfections and is also endowed with 
auspicious attributes. 1 2 3 The Chdndogya Upanisad says; This Su¬ 
preme Being is free from evil, free from old age, free from death, 
free from grief, free from hunger and thirsts The Visnu Purdna 
states that Visnu-svarupa is free from all defects. 4 5 On the strength 
of these authoritative texts, Ramanuja describes Brahman as 
samasta-heya-pratyariika or the one who is opposed to all defile¬ 
ments. This is one of the essential characteristics of the Supreme 
Being. s To illustrate this point the Vedanta-sutra offers two analo¬ 
gies of sun and its reflection in the waves and the all-pervasive 
space (dkdsa) as conditioned by several pots. 6 When the sun is 
reflected in the waves of water, the distortions in the image 
caused by the waves do not affect the sun. In the case of the 
all-pervasive sky, it becomes conditioned in several pots of 
varying sizes but the differences in the dimension of the recep¬ 
tacles do not apply to the space. In the same way, Brahman 
though immanent in the objects of the universe, remains unaf¬ 
fected by the defects or changes taking place in the latter. 

In conformity with the teachings of the Vedanta, Nammalvar 
also states that the Supreme Lord abides in all sentient beings 
and non-sentient entities but He remains unaffected by their 
defects. The description of the Lord as the very personification 
of knowledge ( unarvin-murtti) is presumably intended to convey 
the fact that as a transcendental Spiritual Being the defects found 
in the sentient beings and the material objects do not apply to 
Him. Houses the analogy of the soul and body to support this 
theory. 7 The soul abides in the physical body but the defects of 


1. DTR 37. 

2. VS III-2-n na sthdnato'pi parasya ubhayalihgam. 

3. ChUp VHI.1.5. 

4. VP 1.23.53 samasta heyarahitam visnvdkhyam paramam padam. 

5. RB m.3.33 heya-pratyamkohyanandddi brahmanah asddharana-rupam. 

6. VS III.2.18 and III.2.20. 

7. TVM III.4.10, See fn 5 on p. 48. 
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the body such as growth, decay, the experience of pain and 
pleasure etc., do not in any way touch the svarupa of jivatman. 
In the same way, the defects found in the universe do not apply 
to Paramdtman. To emphasise the defectless character of Isvara, 
Nammalvar describes Him as amalan (free from defects). He also 
uses other phrases such as tirttan, pavittiran, tuyan which all 
imply His spiritual purity. After describing God in terms of 
contradictory objects and qualities, he states that He is the three¬ 
fold universe but He is also not the universe. 1 In another verse 
he expresses with wonder how the Lord who is immanent in 
the entire universe remains unaffected with his transcendental 
character. 2 Tiruppanalvar describes the Adipiran (Reality) as 
amalan , vimalan, nimalan and ninmalan, all implying the purity 
par excellence . 3 Tirumangai Alvar openly says that God is free 
from birth, death and old age. 4 

The Upanisads describe Brahman as param-jyotis, the Supreme 
Light in the sense that it is a transcendental spiritual entity 
constituted of eternal knowledge (jndna ) and not subject to any 
modification. The implication of such a description is that the 
Ultimate Reality, though it is immanent in all the entities in the 
universe, is not touched by any defects. Nammalvar as well as 
other Alvars often use this expression in describing the Su¬ 
preme Being. In one of the hymns he addresses the Supreme 
Deity as param-sodi (The Tamil for param-jyotis) and states that 
He is the highest of all other luminaries (luminous entities in 
the universe) and that there is nothing comparable to it. 5 He also 
describes the Supreme Person as param-sudar and param-sudar- 
jyotis or as one possessing a lustrous divine form. Tirumangai 
Alvar addresses God as Nanda-vilakku meaning the unchanging 
eternal Light. All these terms imply that the Supreme Being is 
the very personification of spiritual knowledge. What is essen¬ 
tially spiritual in nature cannot be defiled by the defects found 
in the material entities. In the same sense the Antaryami Brahmana 
speaking of the immanence of Brahman in all entities uses the 
word amrta along with the term antarydmin to reveal the fact that 


1. TVM VI.3.6 muvulahaiigalumdy allanay. 

2. TVM VU.8.1. 

3. Amalanadipirdn, verse 1. 

4. PTM IV.3.2 pirappodu muppu onru illavan.,.. 

5. TVM III.1.2. 
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Paramatman as a transcendental Reality remains unaffected by 
the defects of the universe even though He is hidden in all 
objects as antaryamin. Nammalvar upholds the same philosophic 
truth as is evident in the third hymn of the opening decad of 
the Tiruvaymoli. Thus he says: 

It cannot be conceived that He possesses this (quality) and 
that He does not have that (quality); He is in the earth (and 
all the regions below it); He is in the sky (and all the regions 
above it); He pervades all non-sentient entities having a 
physical form and also all sentient beings devoid of any 
physical form; He is associated with all objects grasped by 
sense organs but He is beyond their grasp. Such is the 
Supreme Person who is everywhere and at all times and 
who is endowed with auspicious attributes. 1 

The fact that Paramatman though abiding in all entities in the 
universe is free from defects and also endowed with auspicious 
attributes reveal the twofold characteristic of Brahman known 
as ubhaya-lingatva, as pointed out by the Vedanta-sutra and strongly 
upheld by the Visistadvaita Vedanta. The theory is fully re¬ 
flected in the hymns of Nammalvar. 

The significant feature of the philosophical theory of Reality 
is the presentation of the concept of the organic relationship of 
body and soul. The Supreme Being which is equated with the 
universe is conceived as the Universal Soul {Atman) and all that 
exists in the universe as its body ( sarira ). This concept of body- 
soul relation ( iarlrdtma-bhava ) constitutes the unique doctrine of 
Visistadvaita Vedanta ( pradhdna-pratitantra ) as expounded by 
Ramanuja. Though this concept is found in the Antarydmi 
Brahmana of the Brhaddranyaka Upanisad and briefly referred to 
in the Ramayana and Vistiu Purdna , it is for the first time that 
it finds a clearer exposition in the Tiruvaymoli. Among the 
Vaisnava'saints, Nammalvar has the credit of presenting this 
philosophical theory more explicitly than others to explain the 
equation of the Supreme Being with the universe. Though he has 
not developed this concept into a doctrine in the manner 


1. TVM 1.1.3 ilanadu udaiyanidu ena ninaivu ariyavan, 
nilanidai viSumbidai uruvimn aruvinatt, 
pulanodu pulanalan olivilan paranda, 
annalan, udaiyoruvanai anuhinam name. 
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Ramanuja has done with all the philosophical implications, we 
can find in the TiruvaymoH sufficient number of hymns uphold¬ 
ing the theory. Without going into the details of the doctrine, 
he states in clear terms that the Supreme Being abides in every¬ 
thing as invisible in the same way as the soul is in the body. 1 
Though he does not advance any arguments in support of the 
theory, he states that this fact is well-established in the self- 
revealed scriptural texts which should be taken as a sufficient 
proof or pramdna for the doctrine. He does not refer to any 
particular scriptural texts but Pillan, who is the first authorita¬ 
tive commentator on the Tiruvdymoli, quotes comprehensively 
all the texts found in the Upanisads, the Itihasas and Puranas 
as an elucidation of the pithy statement of Nammalvar. In the 
absence of any direct reference to the TiruvaymoH by Ramanuja, 
it may be difficult to say conclusively that Ramanuja was direct¬ 
ly influenced by this teaching of Nammalvar in formulating the 
doctrine of organic relationship. The main source for this doc¬ 
trine is the Antarydmi Brdhmana of the Brhaddranyaka Upanisad. 
However, it would not be wrong to assume that Ramanuja who 
was acquainted with the Tiruvdymoli would have found an 
additional support in the teachings of Nammalvar for develop¬ 
ing this doctrine. The important point we should take note of 
is that the central doctrine of Visistadvaita is clearly voiced in 
the Tiruvdymoli. 

It is worth noting how Nammalvar has expounded this doc¬ 
trine. The Purusasukta of Rg-Veda states: "All this is Purusa". The 
Chdndogya Upanisad says: "All this is Brahman" (sarvam khalyidam 
brahma ). Another Uapnisadic text points out that all this is Atman 
(i dtmavd idarh sarvam). The Visnu Purdna equates Visnu with the 
universe ( jagacca sah ). In the same strain Nammalvar speaks that 
the Supreme Being is all that exists in the universe. Thus, he 
says: 

You are water, you are earth, you are fire, you are air, you 
are the sky. You have become the two shining sun and 
moon, you are Siva and Brahma.... 2 

In another place he says with a sense of wonder: 

1. TVM 1.1.7 udalmisai uyirena karandengum parandulan. 

2. TVM VI.9.1 mrdy nilanay tiydy kdldy neduvamy, 

iirdr sudarhal iranday sivanay ayandndy. 
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God is fire, water, earth, sky and air; He is the father, 
mother and the children, all their relatives and all other 
individuals in the universe. 1 

He is the luminous moon and sun, the bright numerous 
stars as well as the darkness; He is the torrential rain; He 
is the fame and infamy; He is also the cruel God of Death. 2 

Not only Nammalvar equates God with the variety of objects 
in the universe including the physical body and the soul but he 
also speaks of God in terms of objprts which are contradictory 
in nature. Thus he says: 

God is poverty and wealth, heaven and hell, enmity and 
friendship, poison and nectar 3 

He is the happiness and suffering, the mental conflict 
and clear thinking, the anger and favourable disposition, 
heat and cold. 4 

The Alvar goes on describing God as a town and village, 
knowledge and ignorance, the brightest light and the pitch dark¬ 
ness. He is also the merit and sin, the good and bad results 
arising from them, the remembrance and forgetfulness, existence 
and non-existence. God is also spoken in terms of incompatible 
qualities such a straight-forwardness and conceitedness, black 
and white, truth and falsehood, youth and old age, new and 
old. 5 

We come across similar statements in the hymns of other 
Alvars equating the Supreme Being with the universe. The three 
earliest Alvars—Poyagai, Pudattar and Pey—equate the Supreme 
Lord with the five elements. 6 Tirumangai Alvar addressing the 
Supreme Lord says: 

You are the transcendental universe ( nitya-vibhuti ) and the 
physical universe; so also the variety of living beings existing 
there. 7 


1. TVM VII.8.1. 

2. TVM Vin.8.2. 

3. TVM VI.3.1 nalkuravum selvum narakum suvargamumay, 

velpahaiyum natpum vidamum amudamumdy.... 

4. TVM VI.3.2. 

5. TVM VI.3.3-5. 

6. MTi 22; Ui 24; MuTi 29. 

7. PTM IV. 1.3 vdnddum mannddum marrulla palluyirum tanaya emperuman. 
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You have become all the sentient beings and all the non- 
sentient entities. 1 

In one of the hymns, he speaks the very physical elements 
such as fire, water, earth etc., as God. 2 He also equates God with 
qualities which are of contradictory nature such as truth and 
falsehood, good and evil, happiness and suffering, heaven and 
hell, anger and calmness 3 

What is the implication of such an equation of God with the 
universe? As the nature of the two entities—Brahman and 
universe—is different, they cannot be identical. How then is 
their equation to be understood? There are two possible expla¬ 
nations as offered by the Vedantins. According to one explana¬ 
tion, of the two entities only one is absolutely real, while the 
other is to be taken as an illusory manifestation of what is real. 
This is the theory adopted by the Advaita Vedanta while inter¬ 
preting the crucial Upanisadic texts such as "Thou art that" and 
"All this is Brahman". Such an explanation is plausible if the 
doctrine of Maya which is admitted to account for the cosmic 
illusion is acceptable. The other explanation is that the two entities 
are real and distinct but they are one in the sense of a substance 
as qualified by the attributes. This is the view maintained by the 
Vigistadvaita Vedanta in explaining the statements where the 
terms are found in apposition (samanddhikaranavakya). It pre¬ 
supposes that there is an inherent or organic relationship be¬ 
tween the two entities, as in the case of the body and soul (sarlra- 
sariri). In the case of Brahman and universe. Brahman as organ¬ 
ically related to the universe is one. 

This is not the place to go into the details of these two theories 
and their relative merits. Our main concern here is to find out 
the views of the Alvars on this subject. All the commentators, 
without an exception, have explained these hymns speaking about 
God as universe by adopting the concept of body-soul relation. 
Does Nammalvar also subscribe to the same view? We shall try 
to answer this question objectively on the basis of his hymns. 

As already observed, Nammalvar at the very outset of the 
Tiruvdymoli refers to the concept of 'body-soul' as follows: 


1. PTM IV. 1.2 yavarumay yavaiyumay. . 

2. Ibid. IV.9.5 tt emperuman riir emperuman. 

3. Ibid. IV.5.8 and 9. 
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The Supreme Being who dissolved this universe is manifest 
as the sky, fire, air, water and earth as also all other things 
made out of these (five) elements; like the soul inside the 
body. He (abides) in all those things as invisible and by 
pervading everywhere; this is well-established by the 
authoritative Revealed Scripture. 1 

The purpose of using the analogy of body and soul, as is evident 
in this hymn, read along with the three earlier hymns and the one 
following it later is to explain the immanence of the Supreme Being 
(Isvara) as the inner controller of the entities, both sentient as well 
as the non-sentient in the universe. As explained earlier, the word 
used in these hymns, karandu (which means hidden inside) and 
ehgum parandu (which means pervading everywhere), signify that 
the Supreme Being abides in all the entities as invisible and per¬ 
vades everywhere both within and without. The analogy of the 
soul and body is cited to explain this fact. Though the fuller 
implications of the body-soul relation as explained by Ramanuja 
are not mentioned by Nammalvar, these can be drawn from the 
other hymns, without unduly imposing the views developed later 
by the Vaisnava Acaryas. The soul is considered to be distinct from 
body. The soul which is present in the body sustains it and also 
controls it from within. On the basis of this analogy, Nammalvar 
upholds that Isvara is the ground or supporter (ddhdra) of all that 
exists in the universe and that He also controls them from within 
as antardtmd. In a characteristic way he says: 

We the masculine beings present here and those that are 
near, far and inbetween, the feminine beings that are present 
here, near, far and inbetween, the neuter things referred to 
as that, this and the other (situated in a similar manner), 
the perishable as well as non-perishable entities, along with 
their good and defective qualities and all that existed in the 
past and what will come in the future—everything subsist 
in that Supreme Being. 2 

1. TVM 1.1.7 tida visumbu erivali nlr nilam ivaimisai, 

padar porul mul_uvatum ay avai avaitorum, 
udal misai uyir ena karandu engum parandulan, 
sudar miku suritiyul ivai undo surane. 

2. TVM 1.1.4 nam avan ivan uvan aval ivai uval eval, 

lam avar ivar uvar adu idu udu edu, 
vim avai ivai uvai avai nalam tlngu avai, 
dm avai ay avai ayninra avare. 
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This hymn, as interpreted by all the commentators, reveals 
that Isvara is the ground (adhara) of the universe comprising 
sentient and non-sentient entities and the latter derives its ex¬ 
istence (sattd) from the former. The relationship that exists be¬ 
tween Isvara and universe is of the nature of ddhdra-ddheya. That 
is, Isvara is adhara , the supporter and universe is ddheya, the 
supported, as in the case of jlva and body. 

In another hymn Nammalvar states in a striking way that the 
Supreme Lord who sustains aii the entities in the universe—both 
sentient and non-sentient, controls their activities in the form of 
action and cessation from action. Thus he says: 

Those who stand, sit, lie, move and those who do not 
stand, sit, lie and move (the different activities and cessation 
from activities) are controlled by that one Supreme Lord 
who Himself is not subject to any change and whose nature 
is also beyond any comprehension. 1 

Taking the analogy of the soul and physical body, Paramdtman 
controls by His will all the activities and also cessation from 
activities of all beings in the universe. This brings out the rela¬ 
tionship that holds good between Isvara and the universe in 
terms of niyamaka (controller) and niyamya (that which is con¬ 
trolled). 

These views are upheld on the authority of the Revealed 
Scripture, as is stated by Nammalvar. Though he does not quote 
the relevant Scriptural texts, it is obvious from the commentary 
of Pillan and others that he has in mind the Antaryami Brdhmana 
and other Scriptural texts. The Upanisadic passage states spe¬ 
cifically that Uvara abides in all the entities—the five physical 
elements, the psychical entities, the individual self etc., and none 
of them is aware of His presence but as the antaryami, He con¬ 
trols them. 2 Another Scriptural text says explicitly that Isvara is 
the ruler of all individuals as abiding inside them. 3 The same 


1. TVM 1.1.6 ninramr irundanar kidandanar tirindamr, 

ninrilar irundilar kidandilar tirindilar, 
enrum dr lyalvinar ena ninBivu ariyavar, 
enrum dr iyalvodu ninra em tidare. 

2. BrUp V.7.7. 

3. Taittiriya Aranyaka III. 11.10 antah pravistah sdstd jandnam sarvatmd 
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truth is reiterated in the Bhagavadgitd - 1 2 

The concept of body and soul used in the Upanisadic passage 
and the same being referred to by Nammalvar acknowledges the 
difference ( bheda) that exists between Isvara and the universe of 
cit and acit. The cosmic universe constituted of five elements and 
the transcendental realm ( nitya-vibhuti ) made of pure, unalloyed 
saitvu are regarded as the glorious property (vibhuti) of the 
Supreme Lord. The cosmic universe though subjected to modi¬ 
fication is nitya (eternal). Even during dissolution, it is not totally 
destroyed but remains in an unmanifest form. The transcenden¬ 
tal universe which is constituted of spiritual substance ( suddha - 
sattva) is imperishable. There are several hymns which speak of 
the eternal character of the universe, while describing the glory 
of God. In the same way, the individual souls which are distinct 
from Isvara are regarded as eternal and spiritual in character. 
Nammalvar openly condemns the theory of identity of the 
Paramatman and the jivdtman . The two are regarded as of dif¬ 
ferent nature like two contradictory entities and their becoming 
one is out of question. He therefore states categorically that 
jivdtman is only jivdtman (adu aduve)} The implication of this 
statement as explained by Pillan, is that jivdtman and Paramatman 
cannot become one in the sense of absolute identity (aikya) just 
as bhdva and abhdva, two contradictory qualities, cannot become 
one. 3 

The admission of absolute difference between Isvara and the 
universe and also their reality rules out the possibility of inter¬ 
preting the hymns of Nammalvar referring to the equation of 
the Supreme Being with the universe, as oneness or identity in 
the manner understood by the Advaita Vedanta, viz., Brahman 
alone is real and the universe is phenomenal in character. The 
only.pother alternative is to interpret such hymns speaking of 
equation as oneness in the sense of Brahman as the antardtmd 
of all that exists in the universe is one, while the universe of 
sentient beings and non-sentient entities is His body (sarira) in 
the technical sense that it is always sustained and controlled by 
the Supreme Lord. 

1. BG XVIIL61 Jsvarah sarvabhutanam hrddese arjuna tistati, 

bhrdmayau sarvabhutdni yantrdrudhdni mdyaya . 

2. TVM VIII. 8 . 9 kudirrahil nailururaippu kudamaiyai kudinal . adu aduve. 

3. See Pillan, AP VHL8.9. 
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This doctrine of sarira-sarm-bhdva was adopted by Ramanuja 
for reconciling the bheda-srutis and abheda-srutis on the basis of 
Antaryami Brdhmana. The credit of developing the doctrine fully 
on logical ground no doubt goes to him. However, Nammalvar 
was the forerunner among the Vaisnava saints to present this 
important theory. Apart from the reference to this analogy of 
soul and body, Nammalvar explicitly states in several hymns 
that God dwells inside the body of an individual and also in all 
entities. In a direct way Nammalvar says: 

The param-paran (the Supreme Being) is the one who dwells 
in all the entities of the cosmic universe (andattahattan) and 
in all the entities outside (purattullan ); He also resides inside 
my body ( udal ulldn) and stays in the mind of this humble 
servant (adiyen uZ/an). 1 

All the Alvars state that Pramdtman abides in the heart. 2 In 
conformity with the Upanisadic teaching Nammalvar points out 
that the Paramdtman enters into the three worlds which are 
comparable to the impenetrable forest cave and pervades the 
entire place. 3 He uses the word pukku which means 'enter into', 
thereby reflecting the statement of Taittiriya Upanisad speaking 
of the anupravesa (entry) of Brahman into all the created objects. 4 
As immanent in all entities. Brahman becomes the antaryami or 
the Inner contoller. This is the philosophic basis for admitting 
the theory of organic relationship between the Supreme Being 
and the universe ( sarirdtma-bhdva sambandha), which constitutes 
the distinctive doctrine of the Visistadvaita Vedanta. Nammalvar, 
who lived long before £amkara and Ramanuja, has upheld this 
important theory. 

II. Paratattva as Ndrdyana 

The dominant feature of the theory of Reality as presented in 
the TiruvaymoU and other prabandhams is the identification of the 

1. TVM VIII.8.2 adiyenullan udalulldn andalthattdn purattullan....param-paran 

2. MTi 99 ullattil ulldn... 

ITi 28 manattullan . 

MuTi 3 manattullan.... 

NanTi 86 ulluvar uljattu ulankanday... 

3. TVM X.10.8 murra immuvulahum perundurdy turril pukku 

murrakkarandu olittdy.... 

4. TUp tat srstvd tadevdnuprdviSat. 
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para-tattva or the Brahman of the Upanisads with the God of 
Religion. At the very outset Nammalvar states: 

"That person (yavan ) who is endowed with infinite auspicious 
attributes par excellence is He (avan)." 

This implies, as the Taittiriya Upanisad says, 1 that the one Reality 
is parama-purusa, the Supreme Person. To make it more specific, 
he equates the Supreme Person with Narayana. The other Alvars 
have also acknowledged the Supreme Being as Narayana. 

The use of the term Narayana for the para-tattva has far deeper 
significance than adopting it as merely the name of a cult God, 
as commonly believed. In the first place, it is a term employed 
by the Upanisads as synonymous with the terms such as Sat, 
Atman and Brahman , all denoting the para-tattva. The Taittiriya 
Narayana Upanisad specifically states that Narayana is para-Brahma ; 
Narayana is para-tattva ; Narayana is param-jyotis and Narayana 
is Paramdtma. 2 The Upanisads have employed the term Narayana 
because it connotes all the essential characteristics of the Ulti¬ 
mate Reality. As Nammalvar himself explains, the word 
Narayana means the Lord ( Nathan ) of the entire universe. 3 The 
Lordshif) implies that He is the controller (Niyantd) of the uni¬ 
verse by virtue of His all-pervasiveness, both within and with¬ 
out. In another hymn he defines the term as one who is the 
abode (dsraya) of countless souls possessing the characteristics 
such as knowledge and bliss and who is also endowed with 
infinite number of auspicious attributes. 4 

Tirumahgai Alvar devotes the entire opening decad of Periya 
Tirumoli to emphasise the theological significance of this term 
Narayana included in the eight-syllabled Narayana mantra which 
was imparted to him by God, as is evident from his own hymns. 


1. TUp '§a yaicdyam puruse; yascasau dditye; saekah. 

2. TNUp 93 narayana param brahma tattvam ndrdyanah parah 

narayana paro jyotir-dtmd ndrdyanah parah. 

See also Mahopanisad 1.1 eko ha vai narayana dslt.... 

In this passage dealing with the causation of the universe, the term 
Narayana is used in place of Sat, Atman and Brahman in the Chdndogya, 
Aitareya and Brhaddranyaka Upanisads respectively in the same context. 
Narayana is therefore regarded the same as Brahman. 

See for details Vaisnavism, pp. 53-54. 

3. TVM II.7.2 muluel ulahukkum nathan. 

4. TVM 1.2.10 enperukku annalattu onporul irila vanpuhal nararnn. 
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To the Alvars this word is of such a spiritual significance that 
the chanting of it would pave the way for liberation from bond¬ 
age. Periyalvar goes to the extent of saying that a mother who 
names her child as Narayana would never go to hell. 1 

As revealed in several hymns, Nammalvar regards Narayana 
as para-tattva because He is Sarvesvara. The word Sarvesvara means 
the Lord of all. It implies that He is the Lord of all other deities 
including the caturmukha-Brahmd and Rudra, the two important 
Vedic deities popularly acknowledged as higher Gods. In other 
words, Narayana is higher than Brahma and Rudra. In this sense 
Nammalvar describes Him as param-paran. 2 Against the back¬ 
ground of the Pauranic concept of trinity of Gods viz., Brahma, 
Visnu and Siva, Nammalvar asserts that Narayana (who is the 
same as Visnu) is a higher deity who alone enjoys the status of 
the Supreme Being. He upholds this view not as a dogma but 
on the basis of justifiable arguments. To show his open- 
mindedness in this regard he appeals to the folks in a general 
way to study intensely the Sacred texts, to reflect over what is 
read repeatedly, discuss often what is taught in them dnd then 
arrive at a proper conclusion regarding the relative Status of 
Visnu, Brahma and Rudra. 3 In a more specific way hie says: 

If one dispassionately ponders over the issue whether the 
three deities together constitute one Reality or they are 
different with equal status, it becomes obvious to one's 
mind, taking into consideration the characteristic features 
of the three deities as enunciated in the Sacred texts, that 
Narayana is the highest deity. 4 

These general statements are elucidated by a reference to the 
teachings contained in the Upanisads, Epics and Puranas. The 
Svetdsvatara Upanisad states that the Supreme Being first created 
Brahma. 5 The Narayana Upanisad explicitly points out that Brahma 
was brought into existence by Narayana and that from Narayana 

1. PeriTM IV.6 Naranan tam annai narakam puhdl... 

2. The words param-paran and also paraparan used in the opening decad of TVM 
literally mean higher than the high {parasmdt parah ). The high deity represents 
caturmukha-Brahma and higher than him is Narayana. The term param-paran 
is employed by Nammalvar for Brahmafi of the Upanisad. 

3. TVM 1.3.6. 

4. TVM 1.3.7. 

5. 6vUp VI.18 yo brahmdnam vidadhdti purvam. 
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was born Rudra etc. 1 In the same way Nammalvar says: 

He (the Supreme Being) who created the illustrious 
Nanmukan (the four-faced Brahma) bade him to create the 
exalted celestial beings, sages and several other living 
beings. 2 

Tn another hymn he writes: 

The Supreme Lord who is one only without a second created 
the first three (Brahma, Rudra and Inara) the numerous 
celestial beings, sages, the living beings and all others. 3 

In one of the decads which is exclusively devoted to establish 
the supremacy of Narayana, Nammalvar speaks explicitly: 

At the time (prior to creation) when there was nothing— 
neither the celestial beings (devas), nor the cosmic universe, 
nor the living beings, nor other entities—the primordial 
deity (ddippiran) created along with the four-faced Brahma, 
the devas, the living beings and the universe. 4 

This hymn is the reiteration of the statement in the Mahopanisad 
relating to the primary cause of the universe. The Upanisad says: 

(In the beginning) only Narayana existed, neither Brahma, 
nor Isana (Rudra) nor the heaven, nor the earth, nor the 
stars, nor the water and fire, nor the moon and sun. 5 

All the Vaisnava Acaryas extoll this hymn of Nammalvar 
since it teaches in a clear way that Narayana is para-tattva. While 
commenting on the hymn, Pillan quotes exhaustively all the 

1. NUp ndrdyandt brahma jdyate; ndrdyandt rudro jayate.... 

2. TVM 1.5.3 mdyonihaldy nadaikarra vdnorpalarum munivarum, 

L , m yonihalai padaiyenru niraindnmuhanai padaitta avan. 

3. TVM 1.5.4 tan oruruve tanivittdy tannil muvar mudaldya. 

The word muvar is interpreted to refer to Brahma, Rudra and Indra (since 
Visnu of the trinity is an incarnation of Narayana). Even if we take this word 
to refer to Brahma, Visnu and Rudra, Narayana is the primary cause of Brahma 
and Rudra, as there are several statements to this effect, while Visnu is a 
manifestation ( pradurbhdva) of Narayana as a devatd along with other deities. 

4. TVM IV.10.1 onrum tevum ulahum uyirum marrum ydtum ilia anru , 

nanmukan tannodu tevar ulahodu uyir padaittdn... 

5. Mahopanisad eko ha vai narayana dsit na brahma 

neSano ndpo ndgnisomau neme dydvd-prthivi 
na naksatrdni na suryo na candramdh. 
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available £ruti and Smrti texts to substantiate the claim of 
Nammalvar. 

Tirumahsai Alvar states explicitly that Narayana created the 
four-faced Brahma and that the latter himself created Samkara. 1 
All the other Alvars have acknowledged this fact. 

Besides the scriptural authority in support of this theory, the 
Alvars also refer to several mythological episodes drawn from 
the itihasas and Puranas to prove the subordinate status of 
Brahma and Rudra. The Puranas narrate that during the great 
deluge Visnu was floating on the water; a lotus stalk sprang 
from His naval at the time He willed to create the universe and 
then Brahma was born from the divine lotus. Visnu taught him 
the Vedas and after imparting the spiritual knowledge. He com¬ 
manded him to create the universe. Thereafter, Brahma created 
Rudra, the other devatas, the human and all other living beings 
and entities. The Puranas also state that Brahma, who is the 
repository of Vedic knowledge, lost the Vedas as a result of its 
being stolen by the demon and the same was restored to him 
by Narayana. The legend related to Rudra points out that he was 
cursed by Brahma due to an offence committed to the latter and 
this curse was removed only by Visnu. One other episode nar¬ 
rates the terrific war encountered by Rudra with the powerful 
demon Tripura and that the former was enabled to kill the latter 
with the assistance of Visnu. Whatever may be the credibility 
of these mythological episodes, the Alvars refer to them quite 
often to prove the fact that deities other than Narayana are 
subject to origin and affliction and that they cannot therefore, 
be taken as the Supreme Being. They all seek His protection and 
they all worship Narayana. In this connection, it may be noted 
that in none of their references to Brahma and Rudra, the Alvars 
exhibit any sectarian bias, unlike the followers of Saivism and 
Vaisnavism of later period. Nammalvar speaks the glory of these 
two deities in such venerable terms as he would use in respect 
of His own beloved consort, LaksmI. All the three—LaksmI, 
Brahma and Rudra—are mentioned together as if they stand on 
the same footing in respect of their greatness. All of them are 
stated to have an abode in the body of Narayana. 2 LaksmI resides 

1. NanTi 1 nanmukanai narayannn padaittan ndnmukanum 

tan mukamdy samkaranai tan padaittan .... 

2. TVM II.8.3, See also TVM IV.8.1. 
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in His chest, whereas Brahma is accommodated in His naval and 
Rudra on the right side of His body. Brahma and Rudra are held 
in high esteem as the propagator of Vedic knowledge and the 
spiritual preceptor of the devatas respectively. The hymns pro¬ 
vide a clear evidence that at the time of Nammalvar Visnu was 
acknowledged as the Supreme Deity and that there was no apathy 
towards Saivism. 

Is not Visnu included in the trinity subject to origin? How can 
He be regarded as a Supreme Deity? In one of the hymns, 
Nammalvar describes the Supreme Being as the Lord of the 
three deities ( oru muvarahia murtti)} In another place, He says 
that He is the primary cause of the three deities ( mudal muvarkkum 
mudalvan). 1 2 A few other hymns mention that the primordial Lord 
took the form of Visnu, Siva and Brahma (tdnum sivanum 
piramanumdhi panaitta tanimudal). 3 We come across a similar 
statement both in the Atharvasikha Upanisad and Visnu Purdna . 4 
If these statements are interpreted with reference to a larger 
number of other hymns which repeatedly emphasise that only 
Brahma and Rudra are brought into existence, it follows that 
Visnu referred to in the trinity is an incarnation (avatara) of the 
Supreme Being as a devata in the name of Visnu for the purpose 
of performing the task of protection ( raksana ) of the universe, 
while Brahma and Rudra are created as two deities for perform¬ 
ing the functions of creation and dissolution of the universe 
respectively. A similar interpretation is offered by Ramanuja on 
the Upanisadic text and the verse of Visnu Purana referred to 
above. The hymns of Alvar lend support to this interpretation. 
In the very opening decad devoted to define the nature of para- 
tattva, Nammalvar says: 

The Supreme Lord is beyond the comprehension of even 
Brahma and other divine beings; He is the primary cause 
of k fhe cosmic matter, the five elements and all that exists; 
He also protects them by retaining the same in His body 
during the period of deluge; He is the one who (functioning 

1. TVM ni.6.1. 

2. TVM E6.2. 

3. TVM Vm.8.4, Vm.4.6, VIIL4.9, IX.3.2. 

4. Atharvasikha Up 11.15 brahma visnu rudrendrdh te sarve samprasuyante. 

VP 1.2.66 srsti-sthityanta-karanlm brahmavisnusivdtmikdm; 

sa samjhdm ydti bhagavdn eka eva jandrdanah. 
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through the media of Rudra) destroyed three citadels; He 
is the propagator of spiritual knowledge to the celestial 
beings through Brahma; He creates the world and dissolves 
it through Ayan (Brahma) and Aran (£iva) as their indwelling 
self (i antaratma ). ] 

In the later part of the Tiruvaymoh, he states more explicitly: 

The Lord is the one, who controls the creation, sustenance 
and dissolution and who as their inner controller directs 
Brahma and $iva and who by manifesting Himself along 
with them protects the universe. 1 2 3 

The implication of this hymn is that the Supreme Being is the 
primary cause of the three important cosmic functions as stated 
in the Veddnta-sutra? but the functions of creation and dissolution 
are carried out by the two deities created by Him, while the 
function of sustenance or protection is done by Himself as an 
incarnation in the name of Visnu. Incarnation does not amount 
to birth or origin in the ordinary sense but a mere manifestation 
(i dvirbhdva ). Hence Visnu is not a deity brought into existence by 
any Higher Deity as in the case of Brahma and Rudra. Nammalvar 
asserts that what he says is not a laudatory statement but it is 
the real truth (puhalvu illai) 4 In another place he expresses a 
regret that he is called upon to prove this, while it is a well- 
established fact. 5 

If Narayana alone is the Supreme Deity, who is to be wor¬ 
shipped for attaining the highest spiritual goal, why do people 
worship other deities? This is an important question and 
Nammalvar himself raises it and provides an explanation. 6 He 
points out that it is a fact that there are numerous other deities 
referred to in the hymns of Rg-Veda and these Gods are wor- 


1. TVM 1.1.8. 

2. TVM VUI.4.9 padaippodu keduppuk kdppavan pirama param-paran, 

Sivappirdn avane; idaippukku dr uruvum olivu illai avane ... 

See Pillan, AP brahma-rudra-ruperta, svena rupena ca nikhila jagat-srsti-sthiti- 
samhdrahetubhutanay. 

3. VS 1.1.2. 

4. TVM VUI.4.9. 

See Pillan, AP ivvarthattil stuti illai. 

See also RRB ayam arthah paramdrtha iti bhdvah. 

5. TVM 0.2.2 epdvam parame... 

6. TVM IV.10.6. 
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shipped by other religious cults for securing the desired goals. 
It is also true that these Gods sought for by others for boons such 
as wealth, happiness, heavenly bliss do confer them to their 
devotees. While acknowledging these facts, he states that all 
these deities have been brought into existence by the Supreme 
Being, Narayana, who as their antaratma or the Inner controller 
grants them the power to confer the desired fruits. 1 Thus, the 
worship offered to these deities ultimately goes to the Supreme 
Being who is actually the giver of the boons sought for. This fact 
is revealed by the Scriptural texts. 2 In view of these explanations, 
Nammalvar advocates the exclusive worship of Narayana. 

There is yet another reason for upholding the exclusive worship 
of Narayana. According to Vedanta, the supreme goal of life 
( parama-purusartha ) is moksa or the liberation of the soul from 
bondage. The Sacred texts point out that Janardana (Narayana) 
is the giver of moksa ( moksa-prada ). 3 Based on this authority, 
Nammalvar also teaches that the Supreme Being alone confers 
moksa ( vidu-mudaldm ). 4 As explained in another hymn, the im¬ 
plication of it is that other deities who are worshipped by the 
devotees cannot grant final liberation from the cycle of births 
and deaths. In a characteristic way Nammalvar says: 

By passing through several births, you have worshipped 
several other deities by singing their glory, dancing with 
joy before them, offering salutation to them and serving 
them in many other prescribed ways and you have seen 
the result of it. 5 

The implication of the hymn is that the worship of other 
deities has not yielded the cherished moksa , but on the contrary, 


1. TVM 1.1.5 avaravar vidhivali adaiya ninrdmre . 

2. Pillan, while commenting on the hymn (1.1.5) quotes the following Scriptural 
and Smrti texts in support of this view. 

Taittirlya Aranyaka, istdpurtam bahudha jdtam jdyamdnam visvam bibharti bhuvanasya 
nabhih... 

BG VII 21 & 22 yo yo yam yam tanumbhaktah sraddhayd arcitum-icchati. Also IX. 24 
aham hi sarva yajhandm bhoktd ca prabhurevaca. 

3. See Matsya Purdtia, moksam-icchet jamrdandl. 

4. TVM 11.8.1 inaivandm epporulkum vldumudaldm. 

See also 1.5.10 zndu tiruttuvan. 

5. TVM IV.10.7 odiyodi palapirappum pirandu marror daivam 

padiyddi panindu palapadikdl valiyeri kandir .... 
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it has only lead to rebirth. Nammalvar, therefore, exhorts the 
devotees to seek the feet of Lord Tirunarayana, who as the 
Supreme Deity, is the sole refuge . 1 2 

III. Paratattva as Sriyah-pati 

We have examined how the Ultimate Reality of the Upanisads 
is equated with Narayana as the Supreme Deity ( para-devatd ). 
This Deity, according to Nammalvar, is not a mere Narayana 
but Tiru-ndrdyana, that is, Narayana as associated with Goddess 
Sri or Laksmi (the word Tiru in Tamil stands for Sri in Sanskrit). 
In other words, the Supreme Being is Sriyah-pati, a concept which 
is generally used in Vaisnava treatises. Though the word Sriyah- 
pati is not found in the hymns, the Alvars use other Tamil words 
such as Tirumal , Manavalan, Sridharan which bear the same mean¬ 
ing as Sriyah-pati. These terms signify, as Nammalvar states, that 
the Supreme Lord is the distinctive consort of Goddess Sri 
(Tirumagaldr tanikkelvan)} God is often described as Mddhava , 
Tirumarpan, because He is ever enjoying the presence of Laksmi 
residing in His chest . 3 Though Goddess Sri is acknowledged as 
the beloved consort of Narayana in accordance with the Scrip¬ 
tural teachings, it is important to know whether she is insepa¬ 
rably related to Him enjoying equal ontological status. In post- 
Ramanuja period, the doctrine of Goddess has given room for 
a few controversial issues and it is, therefore, worth taking note 
of the views of Nammalvar on this subject as found in his hymns. 

The first point to be taken note of is that Goddess Laksmi 
is accorded an esteemed place in the divinity. The Visnu Purdna , 
the oldest and the most authoritative Purana points out that Sri, 
as the divine mother of the universe is eternal (nitya), insepa¬ 
rable from Visnu ( anapayam) and all-pervasive (; sarvagatah ). 4 It 
also says that She is posited in the chest of Visnu . 5 In conformity 
with these teachings, the Alvars refer to Laksmi in several hymns 


1. TVM IV.1.1 tirunaramn tal kdlampera cintittu yumind. 

2. TVM 1.6.9. 

See also PTM V.1.10 tamaraiyal tan kelvan. 

3. TVM 1.5.5 madavdlai mdrpil konda madhavd. 

See also TVM III.7 8. 

4. VP 1.8.17 nityaivesa jaganmata visnoh &ri-fanapayini ; 

yathd saruagato visnuh tathaiueyam devijottama. 

5. VP 1.9.117 visnuvaksasthak-sthitam. 



The Doctrine of Ultimate Reality 


61 


as one who is inalienable from Visnu and posited for ever in His 
chest . 1 In one of the hymns, Nammalvar graphically describes 
Goddess as inseparably poised in the chest of the Lord ever 
saying that She shall not be apart from Him even for a moment . 2 3 
All these hymns reveal the inseparable relationship between the 
God and Goddess. 

The second important point stressed by Nammalvar is that 
the divine couple together serve as the updya or means for at¬ 
taining moksa and also the upeya or supreme goal in the sense 
of divine service (kainkarya) in the paramapada. Thus, he exhorts 
to the devotees to meditate ( cintana ) on Tirunarayana (Sriyahpati)? 
The purpose of meditation on God is to attain the highest spiri¬ 
tual goal by overcoming the obstacles in the form of past karma 
standing in the way of God-realization. This point is manifestly 
brought out in another hymn. It says: "The majestic Lord, along 
with His beloved consort, removes the two fold karma (karma in 
the form of good and bad deeds) and confers the highest goal 
to be achieved by spiritual discipline ." 4 The implication of this 
verse, as explained lucidly by Pillan, is that the Supreme Lord 
grants moksa by way of removing the obstacles and while con¬ 
ferring such highest goal, he does it in the company of His 
beloved spouse . 5 In another hymn, Nammalvar explicitly states 
that Goddess removes the sins standing as obstacles for attain¬ 
ing God . 6 He himself admits that after seeing the majesty of the 


1. TVM 1.5.5 madavalai mdrpil konddy madhavd. 

1.10.3 kombardvu nunneridai mdrpan. 

III.1.6 puvinmel mdduvdl marpindy. 

III.7.8 tirumdrpanai. 

VI. 10.1 alarmilmangai uraimarpd. 

IX.4.1 tirumarvinil sertirumale. 

PTM m.1.2 tirumarvan. 

ReTi 1.1.2 valamdrpinil vdlhinra mahgai. 

ITi 52 malar dl-marvan. 

2. TVM VI.10.10 ahalahillen iraiyum enru alarmelmahgai uraimarpd. 

3. TVM IV.1.1 tirundramntdl kdlampera cintittu uymino. 

4. TVM 1.6.9 tarumavarum payanaya, tirumahaldr tanikkelvan, 

perumai udaiya pirdndr, irumai vinai kadivdre. 

5. See Pillan, AP 1.6.9 anda perudarkaridana sampattai tandu, arulum idattil pirattiyode 

kuda ninru tandu arulum enhirar. 

6. TVM IV.5.11 verimdrada pumel iruppdl vinai tirkkume. 

See also Idu IV.5.11 ittiruvaymoli karrarai periya-pirdttiyar, 

tamakke bharamdhak-kondu sarmsta 
duhkangalaiyum pdkkuvdr engirar. 
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Lord in the glorious company of Tirumakal (LaksmI) that he was 
able to renounce the worldly pleasures caused by the sense organs 
and then attain His feet . 1 

Nammalvar also seeks the grace of both the Lord and His 
consort for rendering divine service. While addressing the pre¬ 
siding deity of Tiruppulingudi (a pilgrim centre near Alvar's 
birth place), he pleads: 

Oh Lord, reposing in Tiruppulingudi, shower your grace 
on us (devotees) who have been rendering appropriate 
services at your temple generation after generation with 
the grace of yourself and also that of the lotus-born 
Goddess . 2 

In the same context he appeals to the deity: 

May you shower your grace on the devotees who are 
dedicated to divine service; may you and your lotus-born 
spouse get up (from your reclining position) and remain 
seated to be worshipped by the three worlds 3 

All these hymns reveal that the divine couple is not only the 
prapya or the supreme goal to be attained for rendering the ever 
lasting divine service ( nitya-kaihkarya ) but also they together serve 
as the upaya for moksa. This view is further strengthened by the 
fact that Nammalvar performs saranagati at the feet of the pre¬ 
siding deity of Tirumalai, Lord Srinivasa in whose chest God¬ 
dess LaksmI dwells for ever. The praSyer in the form of actual 
self-surrender for moksa is addressed to the Lord as inseparably 
associated with Goddess . 4 Some commentators on this particu¬ 
lar hymn have taken the view that the prayer seeking refuge is 
mainly addressed to God, whereas the Goddess, though asso¬ 
ciated inseparably with the Lord, is intended to act as a media¬ 
tor (purusakara) to secure the desired goal. The concept of 
purusakaratva, as explained in the Vaisnava treatises of post- 
Ramanuja period, is not mentioned explicitly in the hymns of 

1. TVM IV.9.10 ondodiyal tirumagajum niyume nild nirpa, 

kanda satir kandu oljnden adainden un tiruvadiye. 

2. TVM IX.2.1 pandainalale nin tiruvarulum pangayattdl tiruvarulum kondu.... 

3. TVM IX.2.3 tondarorku aruli, tadangol t&mraikkan 

viUttu hi elundu un untamaraimahgaiyum nlyum 
idangol muvulahum to[a irundu arulay. 

4. TVM VI.10.10. 
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the Alvars. On the other hand, the hymns of Nammajvar refer 
to the capacity of Goddess LaksmI to remove the sins and also 
confer moksa. In view of these facts, the role of Goddess is not 
restricted only to purusakaratva, but she can also serve as upaya 
for moksa. However, the followers of Tenkalai sect interpret these 
hymns in favour of purusakaratva only. 

The ontological status of Goddess Sr7 is another important 
point that requires clarification. There is no mention in the hymns 
whether Goddess is sarvagata or all-pervasive as Visnu Parana 
says. Nor is there any indication that She is anu or monadic, as 
the jivdtman is. In the absence of these facts, there is room for 
the controversy that has arisen in the post-Ramanuja period viz., 
whether Goddess is on a par with Visnu enjoying the status of 
Isvaratva (supreme sovereignty) or whether She is a subordinate 
deity, like other cetanas, though of higher order. These doubts 
have been generated by the Vaisnava Acaryas of later period 
presumably out of sectarian bias. Going by the teachings of 
Scriptural and Smrti texts and in particular the Visnu Purdna as 
well as Pancaratra-Agamas, LaksmI is on a par with Visnu in 
all respects and the divine couple constitute one Reality. 1 If the 
other Vaisnava doctrines taught by Nammaivar strictly conform 
to the Vedas, Itihasas and Puranas, we can assume that the 
theory regarding the ontological status of Goddess $ri as stated 
above is also acceptable to him. Alavandar, Ramanuja and his 
immediate successors and also the older commentators on 
Tiruvaymoli maintain the same view. They have not ascribed a 
subordinate position to Goddess. The clear-cut statement of the 
Vadakkutiruvldi Pillai, the author of the famous Ida (commen¬ 
tary on the Tiruvaymoli) on this issue in his Introduction is worth 
noting. He states: 

Both at the time of approaching (the Divine Being for self¬ 
surrender) and also at the time of enjoyment (when 
rendering Divine service in moksa), the divine couple alone 
is the goal without any distinction. 2 

1. See Srinivasa Chari, Vaisnavism — Its Philosophy , Theology and Religious Discipline. 
Chapter 8, pp. 167-175 

2. See Idit, Introduction ( Mudal Sriyahpati)—dsrayanavelaiyddu bhogavelaiyodu 
vasiyara dru mithuname uddesyam. Even this statement is interpreted by the 
followers of Tenkalai Sect in favour of Goddess !>n being a purusakdra at the 
time of seeking self-surrender and not as an upaya for moksa. 
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Pillan, who is the earliest commentator on Tirnvdymoli and 
who is claimed to express the thoughts of Ramanuja, holds the 
same view. Besides, the hymns themselves though not explicitly, 
but by implication, indicate a status for Laksmi as equal to that 
of Isvara. As pointed out earlier, Nammalvar speaks of God¬ 
head as inseparably associated with Laksmi. In several hymns, 
he addresses God as the beloved consort of Tirumamakal 
(Laksmi). 1 As already observed, the divine couple is the object 
of worship both at the time of performing self-surrender {prapatti ) 
and during the time of offering continuous divine service (nitya- 
kaihkarya). Presumably based on these views of Nammalvar, 
Ramanuja in the Sarandgatl-gudyu states that Goddess Sri, who 
is anapdyanl (inseparable from Bhagavan) possesses all the char¬ 
acteristics of God viz., svarupa , rupa, guna, vibhava, aisvarya etc., 
as appropriate to His status ( anurupa ) and also as liked by Him 
( svdbhimata ). 

Nammalvar conceives God as associated not only with $ri but 
also with Bhu-devl and Nlld-devl. There are several hymns refer¬ 
ring to all the three feminine deities as consorts of the Supreme 
Lord. Laksmi or Sri is known as Tiru-makal or Periya-pirdtti, Bhu 
as Man-makal or Bhumi-piratti and Nila as Ayarmada-makal or 
Nappinnai-pirdtti. All the three are regarded as consorts of Visnu. 2 
Though all the three deities are spoken as beloved spouses of 
the Lord, each one has distinctive glory of Her own. Laksmi, 
who is the dearest to God, is the personification of compassion 
(dayd) and enhances the glory of God by her permanent presence 
in the chest of the Lord. Bhu-devl is equally dear to the Lord 
and She is the very personification of ksamd (forgiveness). Nila 
is described as one possessing an enchanting beauty and She is 
the object of enjoyment for the Lord ( anubhava-sukham ). 

Regarding their relative ontological status, Ramanuja and his 
immediate successors have regarded Laksmi as an integral part 
of Reality, while the other two deities are accorded a lower 


1. TVM VI. 10.4 tirumamakal-kelvan. 

Also VII.7.9 en tirumakalser mdrpan. 

VI.8.10 en tirumdrvarku. 

VI.10.10 ahalahillen iraiyum enru alarmelmahgai uraimarpd. 

2. TVM 1.9.4 udanamar kdtal makatir tirumakal manmakal 
dyar madamakiil, enrivar muvar. 

See also V.6.11. 
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status. This view is supported by the Visvaksena Samhita, a 
Pancaratra treatise belonging to the period earlier than 
Nammalvar. This Samhita points out that LaksmI, as the prin¬ 
cipal consort, is vibhu by virtue of Her svarupa, whereas Bhu and 
Nila are omnipresent by virtue of their infinite knowledge. The 
former has a higher status and forms part of divinity, whereas 
the latter though permanent consorts of Visnu, have a relatively 
lower status. 1 Though Nammalvar does not mention these facts 
explicitly in his hymns, he seems to be in favour of the view held 
by the Pancaratra Samhita. This is evident from the implications 
of the hymns describing the origin of these feminine deities and 
the functions they perform. LaksmI manifested herself 
(prddurbhava) and not bom in the ordinary sense, during the time 
of churning the mythological milky ocean ( ksirdbdhi) for obtain¬ 
ing nectar (amrta). She is, therefore, designated as kslrodbhava. 
Soon after her advent she chose as her abode the chest of Visnu. 
This episode is narrated in the Visnu Purdna and also in other 
Puranas. Nammalvar as well as other Alvars refer to this event 
in several hymns in the context of speaking her glory. She has 
been accorded a respectable place and also respectable status as 
the most dearest consort of Visnu and as one who enhances the 
glory of the Lord by Her permanent association with Him. 
Tirumangai Alvar speaks of God as Tiruvukkum Tiru . Such de¬ 
scriptions are not forthcoming in respect of Bhu and Ntld. 

Bhu-devi, who is a permanent consort of Visnu ( Visnupatni ), 
is the presiding deity of earth ( bhumi ). During the great deluge 
She was taken away by the demons and hidden in the bottom 
of the ocean. Out of compassion Visnu in the form of Vardha 
(boar) rescued her. 2 There are Vedic hymns and several anec¬ 
dotes in the Puranas narrating this event. The Alvars are very 
fond of referring to this frequently. She is described as the 
personification of forgiveness (J ksama ). Being possessed of this 
virtue. She is prompted to play the role of preventing Her Lord 


l. 


See Visvaksena Samhita (quoted in Srisukta Bhdsya ) 
yathd mayd jagad-vydptam svarupena svabhdvatah; 
tathd vyaptam idam sarvam niyantrl ca tathd isvari 
tathd bhumisca nild ca sesabhute mate mama; 
svarupatastu na tayoh gunato zn/aptirisyate . 


TVM IV.2.6 
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from inflicting punishment for the sins committed by the devo¬ 
tees. 

Nila who is an incarnation of Bhu-devi is presented as a maiden 
of a gopa (cowherd) in Brndavan possessing an enchanting beauty. 
God-incamate Krsna was attracted by her charm and he wed 
her after killing seven powerful bulls, which was a deal set up 
by her father to exhibit the valour of a person wanting to marry 
her. 1 The Alvars refer to this episode in several hymns. She is 
described as the very personification of physical beauty which 
captures the Lord to such an extent as it would prevent Him 
from looking at the sinners. 

As pointed out earlier Nammalvar describes the three con¬ 
sorts in the following words: Tirumakal, Manmakal and Ayar- 
madamakal. Each word has a specific significance as explained 
by the author of the Idu. 2 The word Tirumakal implies that Laksmi 
is the principal consort (pradhdna-mahisi ). She alone has a place 
in the chest of the Lord, never desiring to be separated from 
Him even for a moment (ahalahillen). She alone has the right of 
being the queen (pattattukku uriydl) and the Sovereign of the 
universe, as the Sri-sukta of Rg-Veda states ( Isvartrit sarva bhutdndm). 
She is the very personification of compassion (karundmiva-rupim) 3 
and as such She can effectively play the role of a mediator. 

The word manmakal means bhu-devi or the presiding deity of 
earth ( vtivadhdrim ). She is figured as the personification of ksamd 
or forgiveness. According to Hindu tradition, ksamd is an essen¬ 
tial characteristic of bhumi or earth, because it ungrudgingly 
supports all the living beings. 4 As representing ksamd , She plays 
the important role of pleading God on behalf of the devotees not 
to take cognizance of their sins. 

The word Ayar-madamakal indicates that Nila is the daughter 
of a gopa (i dyar ). She is described as the personification of enjoy¬ 
ment. 5 As an object of enjoyment, the Lord is captured by her 
to such an extent that He would not take cognizance of the sins 


1. TVM rV.3.1; also 11.57, 01.5.4, and IV.2.5. 

2. idu 1.9.4. 

3. See VD Dayasatakam, verse 6. 

Samasta jamnirh vande caitanya-stanya-dayimm; 
Sreyasim Sfinivdsasya karundmtva rupinim. 

4. See Rdmdyana U.2 ksamayd prthmsamah. 

5. Idu 1.9.4 anubhava-sukham tdnay. 
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of the devotees. Expressed metaphorically, Tirumakal stands for 
the glory of Lord (avan aisvaryam); manmakal represents the land 
where it grows ( adu vilaiyum bhumi) and madamakal is the one 
who is the enjoyer of that glory (attai bhujikkira bhoktavdnavan). 1 

The above interpretation of the hymn related to the three 
consorts reveals that Nammalvar has in mind a degree of dif¬ 
ference in the relative status and the role of the three feminine 
deities. Presumably, based on the teaching of Nammalvar, 
Ramanuja in his Saranagati Gadya acknowledges a degree of 
difference in the status of the three consorts of Visnu. He uses 
two separate words as Sn-vallabha and evam-bhuta bhumi-nlld- 
ndyaka to indicate the difference in their ontological status. 2 Thus, 
it may be seen that the doctrine of Goddess which is a distinctive 
tenet of Vaisnavism has its basis in the teaching of the Alvars. 


1. Idu 1.9.4. atutbhava-sukhnm tart ay. 

2. See VD's Gadya-bhdsya. 



Chapter 3 


THE DOCTRINE OF GOD 


We have presented in the previous chapter the philosophical 
view of the Ultimate Reality ( Paratattva ) as stated in the hymns 
of the Alvars. We have seen how this Reality is equated with 
Narayana, the Supreme Deity who is inseparably associated with 
the Goddess Sri. According to the Alvars, the Brahman of the 
Upanisads is the Sriyahpati (Tirumal in Tamil) of Vaisnava re¬ 
ligion. He is essentially of the nature of dnanda or bliss, jndna 
or knowledge and amala or purity par excellence. He is infinite 
(ananta) and abides in every thing in the universe, both the 
sentient and non-sentient, as its inner controller (antarydmin). He 
is the primary cause of the creation, sustenance and dissolution 
of the universe. 

Besides the philosophical view of Reality which is well in 
conformity with the Upanisadic statements, the Alvars also 
present a comprehensive doctrine of God, rich in its theological 
significance. For the first time in the history of Vaisnavism we 
come across a description of Godhead in all its glorious aspects. 
It enjoys credibility since the Alvars, as mystic saints gifted with 
spiritual knowledge are claimed to have intuited God and spo¬ 
ken from depth of their experience. 

The concept of Godhead as a Supreme Person ( Purusottama ) 
has several aspects. It covers God's essential nature (svarupa), 
the divine attributes (guna ), the divine personality (divyamahgala 
vigraha), the divine incarnations ( divydvatara ) and the divine 
activities (divya-lilas). The Upanisads have accorded greater im¬ 
portance to the essential nature of God as the Supreme Being. 
The Agama treatises have paid more attention to the visual 



70 Philosophy and Theistic Mysticism of the AlvArs 

aspects of the divine personality. The Itihasas and Puranas, on 
the other hand, have emphasised the divine attributes and di¬ 
vine functions. The religious texts have devoted their attention 
to such selected divine attributes as are of emotional appeal to 
the devotees. The Alvars, on the other hand, have dwelt on all 
these aspects of the divinity. The uniqueness of the 
Divyaprabandham lies in presenting a grand description of the 
Divine Being full of emotional appeal to the devotees. The doc¬ 
trine of God as conceived by the Alvars therefore deserves 
separate consideration. We shall deal with it in the present chapter 
under the following headings: 

I. Divine Attributes 

II. Divine Personality 

III. Divine Incarnations 

IV. Divine Activities. 

I. Divine Attributes 

In the Visistadvaita Vedanta, a distinction is drawn between the 
svarupa or the essential nature of an entitiy and the dharma or 
the attribute it possesses. Ramanuja uses the term svabhdva for 
the latter. Every entity in the universe, both metaphysical and 
physical, comprises two aspects viz., dharma or the attribute and 
dharmi or the substrate in which the former inheres. A quality 
by itself does not exist and it is inherently related to the sub¬ 
strate. Similarly, a pure substrate devoid of a quality is incon¬ 
ceivable. This epistemological principle applies even to God who 
in this system is a spiritual entity (ajada dravya). The Upanisads 
describe the essential nature of Brahman in terms of satya, jhdna 
and ananta . Similarly, it speaks of Brahman as one who pos¬ 
sesses infinite knowledge and bliss ( ananda ). 

The Alvars also have acknowledged the distinction between 
the svarupa of God and His gunas or attributes. Intuitively they 
have perceived what God is in respect of His essential nature 
and what He possesses as attributes. Thus, Nammalvar states 
at the outset of his TiruvdymoU that the Supreme Being is He 
who is endowed with ananda par excellence} In this hymn he 
refers to the attributes of God. Ia the subsequent hymns he 


1. TVM 1.1.1 uyamalam udaiyavan yavan avan. 
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speaks of the svarupa of God, where he describes Him as one 
who is different from the sentient souls and non-sentient entities 
and that He abides in every entity in the universe within and 
without, as its antaratma} Whenever the Alvars describe the 
transcendental and immanent character of the Supreme Being, 
they refer to His svarupa. When they sing the greatness of God 
in terms, such as arulalan or the compassionate, eliyavan or the 
one who is easily accessible and nedumdl or as the one deeply 
attached to the devotees, they refer to His attributes. As a classic 
example of these two aspects of God, Tirumarigai Alvar devotes 
an entire decad 1 2 to portray the paratva and saulabhya of God in 
the form of a dialogue between two cowherd maids, one up¬ 
holding the former, while the other extols the latter. 

Before we outline the select divine attributes individually, we 
may take note of a few general points. In the Visistadvaita 
Vedanta, the attributes are classified under two categories: (a) 
essential and (b) secondary. The essential attributes are those 
which determine the nature of Brahman or God. These are known 
as svarupa-nirupaka dharma . The secondary ones are those which 
belong to the object but they become known only after the svarupa 
of the object is determined. These are known as nirupita-svarupa 
visesana. According to the Upanisads, satyatva, jndnatva, amntatva, 
dnandatva and amalatva are the essential attributes of God. All 
the other qualitites of God come under the secondary category. 
We have already discussed the essential attributes in the earlier 
chapter and we are concerned here only with the secondary 
attributes. 

The term ananta used by the Upanisad to define Brahman, 
implies that Brahman, as a savisesa entity is infinite not only in 
respect of its essential nature (svarupa), but also with regard to 
its attributes. Visnu Purdna states explicitly, God is endowed 
with infinite number of auspicious attriButes. 3 Following this 
teaching, the Alvars too maintain the same view. 4 They repeat¬ 
edly emphasise that God's svarupa and gunas are beyond the 


1. TVM 1.1.2 and 1.1.10. 

2. PTMXI.5. 

3. VP VI.5 84 samasta-kalayanagunatmako asau . 

4. TVM II.5.9. ellaiyil sir. 

I1I.3.3 ennil tolpukal. 

V.7.7 andamil pukal. 
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comprehension of the human intellect. 1 Not even the celestial 
deities such as Brahma, Rudra and Indra, who are gifted with 
spiritual knowledge, are in a position to speak fully of the glory 
of the Supreme Being. 2 His greatness is immeasurable. The Poygai 
Alvar exclaims with wonder: "Who can comprehend and speak 
the Lord's glory." 3 

Even though the divine attributes are countless and beyond 
human comprehension, the Alvars have enumerated a large num¬ 
ber of them. In fact, each hymn mentions more than one guna . 
The Tiruvaymoli of Nammalvar and the Periya Tirumoli of 
Tirumahgai are abundant with bhagavad-gunds. Vedanta Desika 
has taken special note of these divine qualities. In his 
Dramidopanisat-tatparya-ratnavaU, he enumerates 1,001 attributes 
by selecting one from each of the thousand hymns of the 
Tiruvaymoli. Often the Alvars dwell on the same gunas in several 
of their hymns though in different contexts. Many times they do 
not directly mention the attributes by name but refer to a mytho¬ 
logical episode that would imply a divine quality. In fact, a large 
number of divine deeds to which the hymns make repeated 
references are intended primarily to highlight the divine attributes 
with illustrations drawn from the Epics and Puranas. Thus for 
instance, there are several references to the episode of Vamana 
(the incarnation of Visnu as a dwarf) who measured the entire 
universe with three strides. The mention of this event is prima¬ 
rily intended to demonstrate the virtue of the loving disposition 
of God to protect His devotees. 

Though die divine attributes referred to in the Divyaprabandham 
are far too many, they may be classified under the following 
headings for the purpose of our study: 

(1) Gunas related to God as Supreme Being {Sarvesvara). 

(2) Gunas related to the divine personality [divya-mahgala- 
vigraha). 

(3) Gunas exhibited during the manifestations of God (avatdras) 

and through His divine activities (lilds). 


1. TVM 1.9.6 yavarkkum cintaikkum gocaramallqn, 
See also TVM II.2.1 ennin- mldiyan empenimdn. 

2. TVM 1.9.2 vinnavarkku ennalariyan. 

3. MTi 68 unarvar dr unperumai. 



We shall discuss the first one in the present section and the 
other two in sections II, III and IV. 

Divine Attributes as Related to Sarvesvara 
The most important attribute of God as Sarvesvara is jagat- 
karanatva, that is, God as the primary cause of the creation, 
protection and dissolution of the universe. Following the teach¬ 
ing of the Taittirtya Upanisad the Vedanta-sutra has adopted it as 
an important criteria for determining an ontological entity as 
Isvara. The Alvars have duly acknowledged it and have, there¬ 
fore, given added emphasis to these cosmic functions of God. 
We have already discussed this matter in an earlier chapter. 

Allied to the concept of jagat-kdranatva , the Upanisads con¬ 
ceive three fundamental attributes of Brahman or God. In 
Visistadvaita terminology these are known as ddharatva or being 
the supporter of the universe, niyantrtva or being the controller 
of the universe and sesitva or being the Lord of the universe. 
Nammalvar refers to these characteristics in the opening decad 
of the Tiruvdymoli. The Supreme Being is the ddhdra of the entire 
universe since all that exists in the universe derives its satta or 
existence from Him. As the indwelling soul (antarydmi) He con¬ 
trols the activities of all the sentient beings and the non-sentient 
entities. As the Sovereign of the universe. He is the sesind 

God as Sarvesvara is the ruler of not only the physical universe 
but also the transcendental realm known in the Visistadvaita as 
nityavibhuti including the paramapada, the eternal abode of Visnu 
referred to in the Rg-Veda. The latter appears to be of greater 
importance to the Alvars, since they often extol God as Vinndrkon, 
Vdnorndyakan and Vaikunthan. He is also described as 
Daivyandyaka , Devddideva which imply that He is the Lord of all 
celestial deities. The opening hymns of the Tiruvdymoli intended 
to define the nature of the Ultimate Reality specifically mentions 
that the Supreme Being is that person who is the ruler of the 
nitya-suris, who are eternally free from bondage. In another 
context Nammalvar also openly states that Narayana is the only 
deity, who can confer moksa, the supreme spiritual goal. 1 2 These 


1. See Chapter 2, pp. 43-44. 

2. TVM 1.5.10 vidu tiruttuvan... 

See also TVM II.2.1 vldumudal muludumdif... 
See also p. 68. 
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descriptions of God indicate two important attributes of God 
viz., ubhayavibhuti-nathatva or the Lordship of the transcendental 
and physical universe and moksa-pradatva or the capacity to confer 
moksa . 

The attributes so far outlined are important both for philoso¬ 
phy and theology. Philosophically, they establish the Supremacy 
of Narayana as the paratattva. For the theologian they reveal the 
glory of God. The Alvars have, therefore, highlighted these at¬ 
tributes in their hymns. 

There is another group of divine attributes which are re¬ 
garded as important both by the Pancaratra Agamas and the 
Visnu Purdna. These are: jndnu or omniscience, sakii or omnipo¬ 
tence, bala or strength, aisvarya or Lordship, virya or energy and 
tejas or splendour. These six known as sadgunas constitute the 
essential characteristics of the Supreme Lord. Visnu Purdna defines 
Bhagavdn (a name synonymous with Visnu) as one who possess¬ 
es these six attributes. 1 The Upanisads also refer to these gunas. 2 
A sound concept of God should necessarily include these at¬ 
tributes. The Alvars who were influenced by the Pancaratra 
Agamas have, therefore, acknowledged these. We may see how 
the Alvars have conceived each one of these divine qualities. 

Jnana 

The term jnana is used in two senses in the Visistadvaita Vedanta. 
Firstly, it refers to the very svarupa of Brahman and in that 
context it means that Brahman or God is essentially of the nature 
of knowledge. It is in this sense that the definition of Brahman 
diS jnana is understood. The Brhaddranyaka Upanisad also describes 
Brahman as vijndnaghana or the personification of pure knowl¬ 
edge. Secondly, the term jnana refers to an attribute (guna ) and 
it then means that Brahman or God possesses knowledge (jnana - 
gunaka). In this sense the Upanisad describes Isvara as Sarvajna 
or omniscient. The term jnana included in the six gunas referred 
to by the Pancaratra Agamas, is understood in the sense of an 


1. VP VI.5.79 jhana-sakti-balaiSvarya virya tejdmsy-asesatah; 

bhagaval-sabda vdcydni vind heyair-gunadibhih. 

See also Ahirbudhnya Sariihita II.5.3. 
sddgunyam tat param brahma sarvakarana-faranam. 

2. MuUp 1.1.10 yassarvajhas-sarvavit. 

£vUp VI.8 pardsya saktih vividhaiva sruyate svdbhdviki jndna-bala-kriydca. 



attribute. It implies that the Lord is sarvajna or omniscient. The 
fuller meaning of sarvajna , as explained by Nathamuni, is that 
God directly knows everything simultaneously as it is. 1 2 That is, 
he can perceive directly through the attributive knowledge 
without the aid of the sense organs. 

The Alvars use this term in both the senses. Whenever they 
describe God as jhdna-murtti or the personification of knowl¬ 
edge, they uphold the view that the Supreme Being is essentially 
of the nature of knowledge. Nammalvar speaks of the para-tattva 
as muhi-unar 2 and in this context he means that it is wholly 
constituted of knowledge. Following the Upanisadic teaching, 
the Alvars also frequently address God as param-jyoti, sudar-jyoti 
etc. In all such references, jhana is applicable to the svarupa of 
God. That is, God is the embodiment of pure infinite knowledge 
or spiritual light. Whenever the Alvars describe God as omni¬ 
scient or as the one who possesses infinite knowledge, they refer 
to the attributive aspect of knowledge. Nammalvar uses the 
expression unarvin-murtti, which implies that knowledge is a 
guna or an essential attribute of God. In addition to the accep¬ 
tance of jhana as svarupa of God, it is necessary also to admit 
it as an essential attribute of Paramdtman because it is only through 
His knowledge that God performs the important functions such 
as creation of the universe by sahkalpa (will), showering of grace 
(i anugraha ), dispensing punishment to the sinners {nigraha), con¬ 
ferring of moksa etc. The Pancaratra texts have, therefore, includ¬ 
ed jhana in the sense of an essential attribute among the six 
gunas. Realizing this fact, the Alvars have duly acknowledged 
this divine attribute as is evident from the hymns. 

Sakti 

Sakti in a general sense means power but in the context of God 
it refers* to the extraordinary power that God possesses in per¬ 
forming the various divine feats. It is an important attribute and 
the Alvars have taken cognizance of it in more than one way. 
They visualise the display of Lord's sakti in the creation of the 
variegated universe without any aid by a mere wish or sahkalpa. 


1. See Nyayatattva (Quoted by VD in Gadya-bhasya) yo vetti yugapat sarvam 
pratyaksena sada suatah. 

2. TVM LI.2. 
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They see the sakti of the Supreme Being in the performance of 
divine deeds which are impossible for others (aghatitaghatana 
samarthya). In order to illustrate the extraordinary divine power, 
the Alvars speak with wonder the manifestation of God as an 
infant reposing on a tiny banyan leaf containing within Himself 
the entire universe in a potential form during the great deluge. 
The lifting of the govardhana hill by Lord Krsna to protect the 
cowherds and cows from the torrential rain caused by the wrath 
of Indra is seen by the Alvars as a demonstration of divine 
power. 

Bala 

_ i 

Bala means strength. The Alvars experience this divine quality 
in the capacity displayed by God in holding up the created 
entities such as the heaven, the planets, the physical universe in 
their respective positions without any strain. The deeds per¬ 
formed by God-incarnate Rama, Krsna, Parasurama, Narasimha 
in killing the powerful demons without any strong weapons or 
assistance of others is viewed by the Alvars as an exhibition of 
Lord's bala . Nammalvar expresses his dismay at the power dem¬ 
onstrated by Lord Krsna in killing the ferocious Bdndsura, who 
according to mythology possessed thousand hands with weap¬ 
ons and who was also assisted by Rudra. 

Tejas 

Tejas literally means lustre and the Alvars use this word in this 
sense. The lustre is generally attributed to the divine body. Thus, 
they describe God as sudar-murtti or sudaroU-murtti, meaning 
thereby that God possesses a spiritual body which is shining 
with extraordinary brilliance. To illustrate its lustrous character, 
the Alvars compare it to the luminosity radiated by thousands 
of suns. They also compare it to the shining colour disseminated 
by the thousands of freshly blossomed lotus flowers. 

Following the Upanisadic teaching, tejas is also understood 
in the sense of param-jyotis or Supreme Light which stands for 
the very Brahman. 1 Brahman is the light of the lights (jyotisdrh 
jyotih) in the sense that it is the supreme spiritual light from 
which all the luminous entities such as sun, moon, stars, light- 

1. See ChUP VTH.11.2 paTam-jyotir-upasampadya svena rupena abhinispadyate. 

See also BrUp VI.4.16 tam devdh jyotisdm jyotih.... 



ning etc., derive their light, as the Katha Upanisad points out. 1 
The Alvars have also conceived God in this philosophic sense. 
Nammalvar often addresses God as param-jyotis. Tirumangai 
Alvar, addresses Him as nanda-vilcikku . In both instances, they 
mean by this term the very Supreme Being who is transcenden¬ 
tal spiritual light. 

Virya 

Virya means energy and in the context of God, it refers to the 
special power possessed by God to remain unchanged in spite 
of His being the material cause of the universe. Nammalvar 
acknowledges this divine quality when he says that despite the 
performance of many gigantic feats. His greatness is not affected 
a bit. 2 

Aisvarya 

Aisvarya means Lordship or Sovereignty. It signifies the quality 
of rulership of the entire universe by His unchecked freedom. 
By virtue of God's rulership, the Upanisads describe Brahman 
as sarvasya-vasi, the controller of all and sarvddhipatih or the 
Lord of all. 3 The Alvars have been greatly attracted by this divine 
aspect and repeatedly sing His glory in terms of His being the 
Lord of the transcendental realm and the physical universe. 

There is yet another group of important divine attributes which 
have been prominently portrayed in the Divyaprabandham. As 
these are of special theological significance and are of greater 
emotional appeal, the God-intoxicated Alvars refer to them quite 
repeatedly in their songs using the mythological episodes as 
illustrations. The important attributes are: 

Saulabhya or easy accessibility 
Saustlya or gracious condescension 
Vdtsalya or loving disposition 
Krpd or compassion 


1. KaUp 11.11.15 tameva bhantam-anubhati sarvath tasya bhasd sarvamidam vibhati. 

2. TVM 1.5.2 ninainda elldporulkalkun vittay, mudalil sidaiydme. . . 

unperumai masunadd mayone. 

Sec RRB 1.5.2 vicitra ascarya sakti-salim. 

See also TVM 1.3 3 ydvaiyum yavarum tanam, amaivudai naranan mayaiyai 
aripavar ydre — 'maya' here means wondrous sakti 


3. BrUp VI.4.22. 
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Auddrya or generosity 
Bandhutva or friendly relationship. 

Saulabhya 

As a divine attribute it implies that God who is the Supreme 
Transcendental Being (para) also makes Himself easily accessible 
to the devotees by His willingness to manifest Himself in dif¬ 
ferent forms either as incarnations (vibhnva-avatdras) or as area 
deities. It is because of this quality possessed by God that it is 
possible for the humble human beings to approach Him for 
redemption. The mystic saints are so greatly attracted by this 
divine quality that they repeatedly extol it in their hymns. The 
importance attached to this attribute may be seen from the fact 
that it is the first and foremost guna that finds a mention in the 
Tiruvdymoli . Nammalvar, soon after teaching the nature of para- 
tattva and the means of attainment in the first two decads, 
commences the third decad with the praise of God's saulabhya . 
The hymn states: 

For those who are devoted to God, He is easily accessible, 
but for others (who despise Him), He distances Himself. 

In this connection, the Alvar refers to the episode in which 
the child Krsna as God-incamate was tied with a rope to a 
mortar by his mother when she caught him stealing the butter. 
The episode signifies to the Alvar how the Supreme Lord of the 
universe submits Himself to such a trifle punishment at the 
hands of a human being, thereby displaying His saulabhya. 
Tradition has it that the Alvar was emotionally moved by the 
contemplation of this event that he fell into a trance. 

There are several such incidents to which the Tirumangai and 
other Alvars refer in order to reveal this saulabhya guna . In the 
opinion of the Alvars, the very incarnation of the Supreme Being 
in the form of human and other living beings irrespective of the 
status and place of descent is a clear demonstration of His 
saulabhya. 

Saustlya 

This term signifies the gracious condescension of the Supreme 
Being to come down to the level of "ordinary human beings and 
mix with them freely without any inhibition. The classic example 
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of this divine quality can be seen in the manner in which the 
God-incamate Rama fondly embraced Guha, a hunter in the 
forest. This quality is of special appeal to the Alvars who have 
mentioned it several times in their songs In one of the decads 1 
Nammalvar elucidates it in an interesting way. He addresses 
Lord Krsna as kalva or thief who stole the butter. But he con¬ 
demns himself for having defiled the Lord because as the lowest 
humble human being he is unfit to speak about the greatest Lord 
of the universe. Even though the Alvar addressed God contemp¬ 
tuously, the latter graciously responds to him, as explained by 
the commentators. 2 This is taken as an indication of His sausilya. 

There are other ways in which the Alvar enjoys this divine 
quality. Considering the status of God, the various kinds of 
worship offered to Him even by the exalted celestial beings are 
insignificant. But, yet the Lord accepts them with delight and 
gratitude, thereby showing his great virtue. 3 

In a characteristic way, the Alvar enjoys the Lord's sausilya 
by pointing out that the Lord assumed the human form as a 
Gopala, the head of the cowherds in order to mix with them 
freely. He ate the butter, as if he needed it as an antidote to the 
remnant of the earth swallowed at the time of dissolution. But 
actually it was done to display his fondness to the articles 
considered dear by His devotees ( bhakta-vastu-prasatteh ). 4 

More important than these events, the Alvar sees this divine 
quality in the fact that God chose him, who is an humble individual 
of lowest rank, to sing His glory. 

Tirumarigai Alvar glorifies the Lord as one who truly offers 
Himself to those who are devoted to Him (adiyavarkku meyyan). 5 

Vdtsalya 

Vdtsalya refers to the loving disposition of God to devotees. It 
is the special affection that God shows towards the devotees 
unmindful of their sins and defects, as in the case of a mother's 
love to the child. The classic example cited to illustrate this 
quality is the cow which licks the newly born calf unmindful of 
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the dirt on its body. Some of the later Vaisnava Acaryas have 
exaggerated the theological significance of this attribute. The 
Alvars have conceived vdtsalya in terms of dsrita-vdtsalya, deep 
affection towards those who seek God, asritya-vydmoha, a special 
attachment towards them, asrita-paksapdta, a partiality towards 
them as against others, dsrita-virodhi-hartd , as one ready to de¬ 
stroy the obstructive forces standing in the way of the devotees 
and asrita-samraksana-tatpara or as one who is dedicated to pro¬ 
tect those seeking refuge in Him. Though all these terms as such 
do not figure in the hymns, the ideas underlying them are 
conveyed through the Pauranic episodes cited by the Alvars. 
The various deeds of God in His incarnations reveal the quality 
of loving disposition towards His devotees. Nammalvar glori¬ 
fies this attribute by repeatedly praising God for blessing him 
with divine knowledge, for residing inside him unmindful of his 
past sins and specially chosing him to sing the glory of God. 
Apparently Ramanuja would have taken note of the ideas of 
Alvar when he describes God in his favourite phraseology viz., 
dsrita-vdtsalyaika-mahodadhi 1 or the ocean of the unique affection 
towards devotees. 

Krpd 

Krpd or kdrunya means compassion. The Tamil word for it, which 
is frequently mentioned by the Alvars is arid . The concept of 
grace is based on it. This is an outstanding quality of God because 
it serves as the impelling force for undertaking the cosmic func¬ 
tions of creation, for incarnating Himself as the human and other 
living beings and for showering His grace on the devotees. The 
Alvars have extolled this divine virtue in different ways. At the 
very outset of the Tiruvaymoli, Nammalvar refers to the krpa of 
the Supreme Lord in blessing him with spiritual knowledge 
leading to devotional love even without any demand and the 
observance of requisite spiritual discipline on his part. If God 
. chose him to act as a media to sing His glory, when he himself 
has no capacity to do it, it is again His krpa. It is the divine krpd 
that eventually helps an aspirant for moksa to attain God, more 
than the prescribed sddhana, either ( bhakti-yoga ) or the act of self- 


1. Yamuna also uses this phrase. 

See Stolraratna, verse 58 niravadhika-vatsalya-jaladheh. 



surrender. It is out of krpd, Lord Krsna lifted the Govardhana 
hill to save the cowherds and cows from the torrential rain. 
There are several such episodes which are cited in the 
Divyaprabandham to illustrate the greatness of krpd. 

The Vaisnava theology of post-Ramanuja period draws a dis¬ 
tinction between nirhetuka-krpd and sahetuka-krpd. The former 
refers to the spontaneous flow of God's krpd towards the devo¬ 
tee, not being linked to a known cause (hetii) such as human 
effort. The latter is applicable to the grace which is showered 
on a devotee in response to a good deed done by him. There 
is considerable controversy on this subject between the two sects 
of Vaisnavas—Tehkalai and Vadakali. We need not go into these 
details. Our concern here is to see how the Alvars have viewed 
this issue. The hymns of Alvars, taken as they are, convey the 
idea of both nirhetuka-krpd and saketuka-krpd. Thus, for instance, 
the opening hymn of Nammalvar which states that God blessed 
the Alvar with knowledge leading to bhakti (mati-nalarii), it does 
not indicate that such a gift was granted to him in response to 
a specific prayer or some good deed performed by the Alvar. 
In another instance, he says explicitly that God shows His grace 
without a reason and He does so to those whom He choses to 
bless ( veride arid seyvar seyuarhalku uhandu). 1 In both these cases, 
the arid or grace is not attributed to a cause (nirhetuka). On the 
other hand, the Alvar says in one of the hymns that he uttered 
falsely (without sincere devotion) the name of God as kaiydr- 
cakkarattu or the one holding the disc in hand and in response 
to it he was truly blessed. 2 3 In another hymn he states that he 
uttered unintentionally the word Tirumalirumsolai (the hill where 
God dwells) but God entered into his mind/' These two in¬ 
stances reveal that God showers His grace in response to some 
act of an individual, however trifle it might be. This is a case 
of krpd linked to a hetu (sahetuka). More importantly Nammalvar 
says that he does not have the capacity to perform either jhdna- 
yoga or bhakti-yoga but he would expect God to grant to him the 
desired goal. Here again, the Alvar does not tell that the fruit 
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aspired for is to be linked with an effort on his part. The Alvars 
as gifted saints deeply devoted to God express their humility as 
a subordinate individual to God, almost like a tool in His hand 
and without showing an ego, they expect the spontaneous flow 
of the divine grace. But at the same time they advocate either 
the practice of bhakti-yoga or the performance of the act of self- 
surrender or the observance of other modes of worship such as 
singing His glory, offering of flowers etc. The idea behind these 
exhortations is apparently to emphasise the need of performing 
some good deed in order to merit the krpa of God. This is exactly 
the concept of sahetuka-krpa . Thus, the Alvars speak of both kinds 
of krpa without implying a conflict between the two. The con¬ 
troversy on the. subject appears to have arisen at a later period 
by way of interpreting the hymns of the Alvars. 1 

Audarya 

Audarya means generosity. As a divine quality it implies that 
God is bountiful. That is, God confers on His devotees boons 
generously, much more than what is sought. The more signifi¬ 
cant aspect of uddratva extolled by Nammalvar is that the Sov¬ 
ereign of the universe showers on His devotee such spiritual 
gifts as divine knowledge, divine vision, divine service (kaihkarya) 
even when this is not sought. In one of the hymns, he charac¬ 
teristically says that He is an inexhaustible watershed from 
which one can draw all that is wanted ( kolla kuraivilan ). Real¬ 
izing this truth, he pleads before God that He should not expect 
him to perform some good deed or observe spiritual discipline 
to deserve a boon but He should yet confer it on him. While 
singing the glory of an area deity, the Alvars express the view 
that God has chosen to manifest Himself as an image of worship 
for the purpose of enabling them to worship Him and offer 
divine service. All these statements exemplify the generosity of 
God. 

Bandhutva 

Bandhu in common parlance means a relative. The father, mother, 
brother, sister, etc., are treated as relative of a person. This re¬ 
lationship is based on blood affinity and the benefits that one 


1. See irlvacnnabhusana, aphorisms, pp. 393-397. 



derives from the other. This benefit lasts only for a limited time. 
It is, therefore, regarded as sopddhika-bandhutva or relationship 
conditioned by external factors. In the case of God, the bandhutva 
is nirupddhika or unconditioned. That is, God is a bandhu, a relative 
of all celestial and living human beings and also other living 
beings irrespective of their status in life. 1 He is father, mother, 
brother and a friend for all and at all times to everybody. It is 
a bond which is permanent and unalienable. The Alvars have 
conceived such a concept of bandhutva in respect of God. They 
often address God as attd, meaning father. He is called aptatbandhu 
and dpatsakha, benefactor and friend for one in distress. In one 
of the decads, 2 Nammalvar speaks contemptuously of the man¬ 
ner in which the human beings cling blindly to their relatives 
on the basis of a relationship which is ephemeral. He therefore, 
exhorts that wise people should seek refuge in God who is the 
only real bandhu . 3 

We have dwelt with selected divine attributes that are found 
mentioned in the Divyaprabandham. There are besides, several 
other attributes which are mentioned in the hymns. In fact, every 
epithet used to praise God is interpreted by the commentators 
as an attribute. In the Visistadvaita epistemology, the dharma or 
attribute is distinct from the dharnii or svarupa , though the two 
are inherently related. Bearing this explanation in mind, we have 
presented the attributes of God, insofar as they are related to 
God as Sarvesvara. We shall consider the other attributes related 
to divine body in the subsequent section. 

II. Divine Personality 

The concept of savisesa Brahman or Brahman as qualified implies 
not only the possession of numerous attributes ( ananta-kalydna- 
guna) but also spiritual divine body (i iivyamahgala-vigraha ). In 
other words, God who is identical with Brahman of the Upai iisad 
is Purusottama, a Supreme Person, as stated in the Chdndogya 
Upanisad and the Bhagavadgitd . 4 The description of Visnu in the 
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Rg-Veda as one who measured the universe with three strides, 
the reference to Brahman in the Chandogya Upanisad as hiranmayah 
purusah and many such statements in the Itihasas, Puranas and 
Agamas, show beyond any doubt that the metaphysical Ulti¬ 
mate Reality is a God with a divine personality. This fact is fully 
supported by the direct experience of God by the Alvars. 
Nammalvar in the very opening hymn of the Tiruvaymoli de¬ 
scribes the Reaiity as that person who is endowed with ananda 
par excellence (uyar nalam udaiyavan). Theologically, the concept 
of God devoid of bodily form is not of significance as it does 
not serve the purpose of the devotees desirous of worshipping 
Him and longing for His direct vision. We may now examine 
how the divine personality is conceived by the Alvars. 

The Vaisnava theology uses the term divyamangala-vigraha for 
the divine body. The implication of the term is that the body 
assumed by God is not a material stuff constituted of the five 
physical elements like the human body but constituted of pure 
spiritual substance known as suddha-sattva which is admitted in 
the Visistadvaita Vedanta on the authority of Scriptural texts. 1 
The Visnu Parana points out that the body of God is immutable 
(i avikdra ); pure ( suddha ) and eternal (nitya) and always remains 
in the same form ( sadaikarupa ). 2 Such a body is assumed by His 
own will for the sake of the devotees (bhaktdnugrahakdmyayd). 3 

The Alvars uphold the same theory. Nammalvar describes 
the divine body as spiritual in character shining with lustre like 
the bright rays of the sun (kadirin sudar udambu ). 4 The Chandogya 
Upanisad says that the divine body is of gold complexion from 
the toe to the head. In the same way, the Alvar also states that 
the body is lustrous like the pure gold. Such statements are 
found in large number in the prabandhams of other Alvars. These 
are not mere imaginary descriptions because the mystic saints 
actually perceived God in this form. Peyalvar at the very first 
glimpse of God expresses his joy of the vision in the words: "I 
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beheld Goddess Laksmi, I beheld the gold coloured body/' 1 In 
the same way, Tirumangai expresses with dismay that the body 
of the deity (in this case the Lord Soundararajan, the area idol 
in Tirunagai) is shining like gold. 2 The description of the divine 
body in terms of lustrous, golden colour is intended to emphasise 
its spiritual or non-material character which is not only eternal, 
self-luminous but it is also not subject to any modification. 

Quite often the Alvars describe God in terms of the colour 
of the dark blue cloud. The Puranas also present the same idea. 
A few Alvars mention different complexion for God in different 
yugas or the epochs. It is stated that God manifests Himself with 
white complexion (pal) in Krtayuga, in reddish gold colour (pon) 
in Tretayuga, green colour (pasambu) in Dvapara and blue black 
(karvannam) in Kaliyuga. 3 The most commonly accepted view is 
that the divine body is comparable to the dark blue complexion 
of the clouds. Nammalvar refers to Him as Meghavanna or one 
who is of the colour of clouds. The comparison to the clouds 
implies the generosity of God (udara svabhdva). Just as the clouds 
voluntarily shower on earth cool fresh water, likewise God show¬ 
ers boons to devotees generously. 

The Alvars are also very fond of comparing God with the 
freshly blossomed red lotus. We come across several hymns in 
which the Alvars revel in equating the divine body with the 
beauty of the red lotus. To cite one of the hymns of Nammalvar: 

His eyes are red like lotus ponds; His lips and feet also like 
red lotus; lustrous is His body like red gold. 4 

Such descriptions of the divine body comparing it to the best 
attractive and colourful objects of nature are offered to convey 
to the human minds the aesthetic beauty of the Divine Being. 

Besides the visual portrayal of God, the Alvars delight even 
more by* comparing Him to sweet nectar (amrta). They describe 
Him with such terms as ardvamuda, non-satiating nectar. They 
also address God as amuda or nectar, ten or honey, kannal or 
sugarcandy and sometime a combination of all the sweetest 


1 . MuTi 1 Tirukknnden Pan mem kntiden 

4 2. PTM IX.2.1 Ponrjivar mcni... 

3. See NanTi 24. 

4. TVMII.5.1. 



86 Philosophy and Theistic Mysticism of the Alvars 

objects in the universe . 1 The Upanisads speak of Brahman as 
ananda and rasa. These terms imply that Brahman is the very 
bliss par excellence and it is also blissful. Nammalvar refers to 
both these aspects. God is possessed of bliss (nalam udaiyavan) 
and He is also wholly constituted of bliss (muhi-nalam). But from 
an aesthetic standpoint this description seems inadequate to the 
Alvars. They therefore conceive God as Ardvamuda or nectar that 
brings no satiation. In other words, God is perennial source of 
nectar ( amuda ) and however much one enjoys Him, one never 
feels satisfied. The presiding deity at the temple in Kumbakonam 
(South India) is named as Ardvamudan and several Alvars in¬ 
cluding Nammalvar have sung the glory of this deity. Tradition 
has that this term had a magical spell on Nathamuni who on 
hearing the single decad of Tiruvdymoli devoted to Aravamuda, 
went in search of finding out the entire Tiruvdymoli. 

In one of the hymns, Nammalvar explains that God's bodily 
form remains unchanged for all the time. Everytime it is seen, 
it looks new like the freshly blossomed lotus . 2 The Rg-Veda refers 
to Visnu as yuvd, which means that He is ever young like a 
twenty-five year old person. The Puranas describe Him as 
manmatha-manmatha. Manmatha is the God of love and physical 
beauty and God is greater than him in respect of the captivating 
beauty. In other words. He is the personification of the beauty 
par excellence. 

There are other qualities which are attributed to the divine 
body. These are broadly grouped under the category of vigraha- 
gunas. Ramanuja uses the word rupa-guna as distinct from 
divyatma-gunas. The latter are the general attributes of God as 
Sarvesvara and we have discussed them in the earlier section. 
The former refers to the attributes related to the divine body. 
The important ones, which the Alvars have experienced and 
spoken in their hymns are aujvalya or lustrous, saundarya or 
beautiful, yauvana or youthful and lavanya or handsome. 

Besides the beauty of the divine body as a whole {avayava- 
samuddya), each part of the body from head to toe is seen as 
bewitching. Tiruppanalvar in his Amalanadipiran, breaks into 
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ecstacy at the beauty of each part of the divine body. The feet 
is compared to radiant lotus; the apparel worn by Him is seen 
as reddish; the garment on the waist is compared to the twilight 
with ruddy glow; the lips are matched with coral; eyes are like 
a lotus petal. Being enraptured by the beauty of the divine form 
of the deity at Tirumalirumsolai, Nammalvar asks the Lord Him¬ 
self to explain His charm: 

May you clarify, O Tirumal, if your facial lustre has spread 
itself into your shining crown? Whether the dazzling feet 
is reflecting in the lotus on which you are standing? Are 
the jewels and the shining silken garments the reflection of 
the glow of your waist? 1 

Tirumangai Alvar, who had visited a large number of shrines, 
describes the beauty of the divyamahgala-vigraha of each deity in 
a mystic language which is unmatched for its intensity of de¬ 
votion. When this Alvar sees for the first time the image of 
Soundararaja at Tirunagai, he feels overwhelmed at the sight of 
the bewitching beauty of the deity: 

His body is made of gold. It is glowing like the hillock of 
emerald; the ornaments wom on the body (necklace) is 
shining like the lightning; the lips appear animated as though 
they are the ones reciting the Vedas; what a wonder that 
He possess such a beauty. 2 

In another hymn he says: 

I do not know whether (this deity) is the same as the Lord 
who resides in the inner recess of the lotus-like heart or is 
He the one who is found in the orb of the sun which causes 
lotus buds to bloom. The moment I see Him, I bow down 
involuntarily in adpration. Why is my mind captivated by 
th16 sight of Him? He must be my Lord. His eyes are 
beautiful like the lotus petals. His palms resemble the lotus 
flower. His body resembles the dark clouds. How 
wonderful! 3 

Imagining himself as mother Yasoda, Periyajvar in his mystic 
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trance enjoys the infant Krsna and not being able to contain his 
joy, calls everyone to come and enjoy the sight of the beautiful 
child: 


Come and look at the soft feet which the infant is trying 
to insert into its mouth with both hands. The ten fingers 
are like the precious stones being strung together; the anklets 
decorated with silver ornament are shining. 1 

The physical beauty of the divine body is visually enhanced 
by the ornaments and weapons worn by God. Among the 
weapons the most important ones are the sankha (conch) and 
cakra (discus). Without any exception all the Alvars refer to these 
two weapons. In fact, the sankha and cakra are the identity marks 
of Visnu like the presence of Goddess LaksmI in His chest since 
these are not possessed by any other deity. When the Alvars 
address God, they call Him dliydn, as one possessing cakra . The 
cakra is praised repeatedly as a personified deity who is ready 
to destroy the wicked forces. The other important weapons of 
Visnu are: gadd (club), sdrahga (bow), khadga (sword). Most of 
the Alvars refer to all these weapons. Tirumangai Alvar speaks 
of eight weapons in respect of the deity known as Astabhuja, 
the Deity with eight hands at Kafichi. 2 

The divine ornaments (divydbharana) with which God is be¬ 
decked are many. Nammalvar says that the ornaments are nu¬ 
merous, so also the names are many. 3 But the important ones 
which are mentioned in the hymns are: the crown on the head 
(,kirita ), the earrings (makara kundala ), the necklace ( hdra ), the 
waist band ( mekhala ), the ornaments on the shoulders and wrist 
(valaya), the kaustabha on the chest, the anklets and the sandals 
covering the feet. The crown is regarded as the symbol of the 
sovereignty of the Lord. God is often addressed as 'mudiydne 
the one wearing the crown. The feet is extolled by all the Alvars 
since these represent the very divine body. When Nammalvar 
at the opening hymn advocates to offer salutation to the lustrous 
feet (sudaradi), he means the divine body. The other Alvars too 
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exhort the devotees to serve the feet of the Lord in the same 
sense. 

The tulasl (basil leaf) as a decorative feature of Visnu finds 
a special mention in all the prabandhams. The reason for this is 
that the tulasl is considered holy and dearest to Visnu. The Alvars 
in their praise of their deity do not fail to notice the crown and 
the chest of the idol decorated with tulasl . In one of the decads 
depicting the dejected mood of Nammalvar. the Alvar yearns 
fondly for the tulasl with which the Lord was worshipped during 
His incarnations as Vamana, Rama, Krsna etc 1 

The description of God with such weapons and ornaments is 
in conformity with the Visnu Purana which describes God as 
possessing divine weapons and beautiful ornaments. 2 The 
Itihasas, the Epics and the Agama treatise present the same 
picture. The astras or weapons stand for the evolutes of prakrti, 
according to the Visnu Purana. Each weapon of Visnu and the 
ornament He wears represent the nityasuris , who adorn or serve 
God in these forms. They are not to be taken as objects made 
of material substance. On the contrary, they are regarded as 
spiritual entities made of suddhasatva or immaculate substance. 
Each one of them is an aspect of divinity. It is, therefore, con¬ 
sidered as a personified and visualisable deity. The cakra , for 
instance, is a weapon of God but it is also venerated as a deity. 
Adisesa , the mythic serpent is a nitya-suri, who is the symbol of 
total dedication of a soul to the service of God ( sesa-vrtti ) and 
as such he serves as a bed, a couch and an umbrella to God. 3 
Similarly, Garuda is not an ordinary bird, but represents a nityasuri 
serving as His mount. Visvaksena , the heavenly angel is another 
nitya-suri, who serves God as the commander of the celestial 
deities. All these facts are also evidenced by the Scriptural and 
Smrti texts. The Alvars have taken note of them and voiced the 
same in their hymns. The statements of the Alvars, which are 
based on direct intuition, strengthen the teachings of these re¬ 
ligious treatises. The Divyaprabandham has in turn influenced the 
Vaisnava Acaryas as can be noticed in Alavandar's Stotra-ratna 
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and Catuh-sloki and also in the Gadyas of Ramanuja. 

Another justification for the manifestation of God in human 
form is provided by a significant verse of Jitanta-stotram, which 
is regarded by some as a khilasukta of Rg-Veda . The relevant 
verse says: 

You do not have any physical qualities such as white or 
black (rupa); you do not possess any physical organs such 
as head or legs ( akdra ); nor are there any weapons or 
ornaments on you ( dyudha ); nor do you have an abode 
(i aspada ); nevertheless out of your infinite compassion 
towards devotees, you manifest yourself with a lustrous 
bodily form bedecked with ornaments and weapons in an 
abode of yours. 1 

The implication of this verse is that the Supreme Being in His 
transcendental form does not possess a body nor carries weap¬ 
ons and ornaments; but He assumes all these out of His own 
free will for the sake of the devotees who need to worship Him 
in a personified form. 

It is in this light that the Alvars have tried to experience the 
glorious image of God. An undifferentiated Reality or a concept 
of God as an absolutely impersonal being or an abstract prin¬ 
ciple has little significance for a theistic philosophy. The 
Dixn/aprabandham which is claimed as a treatise on Bhagavad- 
visaya provides a deeper insight into all aspects of Godhead. 
Vaisnavism as developed into a monotheistic system by Ramanuja 
and his followers owes a great deal to the teachings of the Alvars. 

III. Divine Incarnations 

The Alvars have made a distinctive contribution to the under¬ 
standing of the doctrine of avatdra which is a distinctive feature 
of Vaisnavism. The concept of avatdra can be traced to the Rg- 
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sdntah samvit-svarupastu bhaktdnugrahakdmyayd; 
anaupamyena vapusahy-amurto murtatam gatah. 

The Ultimate Reality is devoid of a form ( amurta ) but it assumes a limited form 
(murtatd) for the sake of devotees and this limited form is incomparable 
(anupama). 
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Veda. The Purusa-sukta states that the Purusa (God) though unborn 
takes birth in many forms. 1 This statement implies that God who 
is eternal has no origin or birth but yet He manifests Himself 
in different forms. Such a manifestation is termed as prddurbhdva 
which means that which already exists reveals itself in different 
forms, as distinct from the term utpatti or birth. Another Rgvedic 
passage describes Visnu as descending from His heavenly abode 
when He is invoked through Vedic mantras to be present in a 
sacrificial pillar (yupa). 2 - This Vedic statement conveys the idea 
of the avatara or avatarana which means 'descent'. There are 
several Vedic passages which speak of a few avataras, such as 
Matsya, Kurma, Vardha , Trivikrama or Vdmana . 

The Itihasas and Puranas have presented prominently the 
various avataras of God with descriptive details. The Bhagavadgltd 
explains briefly the philosophy underlying the nature of divine 
descent, the purpose, the timing and its significance. Both the 
Pancaratra and Vaikhansa Agamas have accorded greater im¬ 
portance to this doctrine and in particular to the incarnation of 
God in the form of icon to be worshipped (area) along with the 
details of modes of worship and the rituals with which the icons 
are consecrated. The Agamas also enunciate clearly the five forms 
of avatara viz., para, vyuha, vibhava, area and antaryami. The doctrine 
of vyuha is developed in greater detail in the Pancaratra Agamas. 

The Alvars were influenced by all these ideas. Though they 
have not explicitly discussed the doctrine, they have referred to 
all types of avataras extensively in their hymns providing a deeper 
insight into their significance. This has in turn influenced the 
later Vaisnava Acaryas who have offered a rational justification 
for the theory in general and in particular for the worship of God 
in the form of icon at temples. A study of the views of the Alvars 
on this subject is, therefore, of special importance. 

The Pancaratra treatises refer to five kinds of avatara namely 
para, vyUha, vibhava , area and antaryami. The para is the existence 
of the Supreme Being in the eternal abode known as paramapada 
as a deity in the name of Para Vdsudeva assuming a spiritual 
body bedecked with the divine weapons and ornaments and 


1. Purusasiikta (Yajurveda Recension) II.2 ajdyamdno bahudhd vijdyate. 

2. RV III.8.4 yuvd suvdsah parivita agdt 

sa u sreyan bhavati jdyamdnah. 
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seated on the Adisesa\ the divine serpent) along with His con¬ 
sorts and surrounded by the divine attendants. The vyitha avatara 
is the manifestation of the same para-vdsudeva in four forms 
known as Vasudeva, Sankarsana, Pradyumna and Aniruddha 
for the purpose of performing specific cosmic functions such as 
creation, sustenance, dissolution of the universe. The vibhava 
avatara refers to the manifestation of God in the form of celestial, 
human or other living beings for the purpuse of protection of 
the devotees and destruction of evil The area is the manifesta¬ 
tion of God in the form of icon either on His own or in response 
to the prayers of human beings to provide an opportunity to 
them to offer divine worship. The antarydmi is the presence of 
God in the heart of devotees to enable them to do meditation. 

We shall presently point out how the Alvars have viewed 
each one of these forms. The noteworthy point of their teaching 
is that it is the same one Supreme Person who manifests Himself 
in these five forms. That is, the Alvars do not make any distinc¬ 
tion between the transcendental form of God known as para - 
tattva in Vedanta and the para-vdsudeva in the Pancaratra, the 
vyuha-vdsudeva lying in the milky ocean, the vibhava forms such 
as Vamana, Rama and Krsna, the area deities or icons in the 
temples and the antarydmi, the indwelling God. Philosophically, 
this is the correct theory because if the one Supreme Being 
assumes, out of His will, different manifestations, similar to the 
same one person appearing on the stage in different roles, there 
should be no distinction between one form and the other. But 
such view is not so dearly manifest in the Pancaratra treatises, 
though it may be implicit. These works give the impression that 
there are degrees of difference between the various manifesta¬ 
tions, some higher and other lower. Some texts accord greater 
importance to the para forms; others consider the vyuha mani¬ 
festation as important. Most of the texts emphasise the impor¬ 
tance of area deities. The vibhavas are presented in these texts 
with varying degrees of importance, while the antarydmi form 
finds only a casual mention. One cannot fail to notice the gra¬ 
dation in importance of the five forms of avatara in the Agamas. 

Unlike the Pancaratra Agamas, the Alvars speak with one 
voice that all the five forms represent the one and only Supreme 
Being. Thus says Nammalvar: 



The Supreme Being resides in the transcendental realm 
(para); He resides in the Tirumalai hills (area); He is lying 
in the milky ocean (vyuha); He moves on earth with different 
roles (vibhava); He is immanent in all the entities in the 
universe (antaratma) and also inside one's heart (antaryanil)} 

There are serveral verses of this kind which speak of the 
identity of one form of manifestation with the other. While ad¬ 
dressing a particular deity at. the temple in the form of icon, the 
Alvar states that He is no other than Krsna of Brndavan. When 
speaking of Krsna, he mentions in the same breath that He is 
the one lying in the milky ocean (vuyha). When singing the glory 
of the Supreme Being in the para-rupa in the transcendental abode, 
he expresses with joy that the same Lord has chosen the heart 
of the devotee as His abode (antaryami). In one of the decads, 
Nammalvar mentions the twelve names of Visnu —Kesava, 
Narayana, Madhava, Govinda, Visnu, Madhusudana, Trivikrama, 
Vamana, Srldhara, Hrislkesa, Padmanabha and Damodara. 2 
According to the Pancaratra Agama, these twelve names repre¬ 
sent twelve sub-vyuhas but the commentators take them as twelve 
names of Visnu. These names though sound differently, do not 
make any difference to the Alvar. He uses them as synonyms 
in the twelve hymns starting with Kesava and ending with 
Damodara. In his opinion, these names, even if they are appli¬ 
cable to the sub -vyuhas do not imply any distinction between 
them in respect of their ontological status. 

In the same way, the various area deities are known by dif¬ 
ferent names such as Adipiran, Srinivasa, Ranganatha, 
Aravamuda, Soundararaja but the Alvars do not see any differ¬ 
ence between the one deity and the other, as common folks 
believe. While singing the glory of the deity at Tirumalirumsoiai, 
who is known as Alagar, he speaks in the name of the Lord at 
Tirumalai. The deity at Tirunavay (a religious centre in Kerala) 
is described as the very Vamana, the vibhava avatdra of Visnu. 
There are numerous hymns in the Tiruvdymoli in which the Alvar 


1. TVM VI.9.5 vinmidu iruppdy malaimel nirpay kadal serppay 

manmidu uhvay evarrul engum maraindu uraivdy 
enmidu iyanra puravandaltdy enaddvi 
ufmltu adi urukkattade olippdyd. 


2. TVM II.7. 
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equates one deity with another and one form of manifestation 
with another. 

This characteristic feautre of avatara can be noticed very 
conspiciously in the prabandhams of Tirumangai Alvar. The Periya 
Tirumoli is full of songs in praise of several area deities found 
in the various Vaisnava shrines right from Badari in the 
Himalayas to Tirukkurungudi in the extreme south. Decad after 
decad, the hymns present the same description of the area deity 
except for the change of the name of the presiding deity at these 
religious centres and their surrounding landscape. The glory of 
each deity is sung with the epithets that refer to the greatness 
of Lord Krsna and His lllds or the valour or Rama who de¬ 
stroyed the wicked Ravana, or the majestic form of Narasimha 
who killed Hiranyakasyapa and the marvellous feat of Vamana 
who measured the universe with three strides. The area deities 
for Tirumangai Alvar are the same as the Supreme Being who 
incarnated Himself in different manifestation. 1 2 The theological 
implications of the area deities will be discussed later in detail. 
For the present it may be noted that the Alvars have revealed 
without any shadow of doubt the central philosophy of avatara 
viz., that the one Supreme Being, the Ultimate Reality of Meta¬ 
physics assumes different forms and names for making Himself 
easily accessible to the devotees. Existentially, He remains the 
same Reality. 

We may now examine how each kind of avatara is viewed by 
the Alvars. The Paricaratra literature describes pardvatdra as a 
manifestation of the Supreme Being with a divine body in the 
name of para-vdsudeva , who eternally resides in paramapada, the 
transcendental abode of Visnu. The Alvars do not use the word 
para-vdsudeva. They describe Him as Vaikunthanatha, which 
means the Lord of Vaikuntha. They also repeatedly use the ex¬ 
pressions Vinndrndyaka, Amararkon, Amararkal-adhipati etc., which 
mean the Ruler of the nitya-suris who according to Rg-Veda exist 
in the paramapada} The God in this realm is spoken as one who 
is worshipped at all times by the nitya-suris and the released 
souls. He is also described as one who is seated on Adisesa, the 


1. See PTM 1.2, II.4, VIII.8. 

2. RV 1.22.20 tadvisnoh paramam padam sadd pasyanti siirayah. 



divine serpent along with His three consorts, Sri, Bhu and Mild 
and other divine attendants. 1 

Such a God existing in the paramapada who manifests Himself 
with His full glory is regarded by the Alvar as para-rupa. This 
is evident from the fact that Nammalvar yearns for a full vision 
of this resplendent, Supreme Being to whom He wishes to ren¬ 
der continuous eternal service. Obviously, this is the state of 
tnoksa in which only liberated souls (mukidtmd) and eternally free 
souls ( nityas) are able to enjoy the full glory of God. 

The theory of vyuha as expounded in Pancaratra literature 
does not figure in the Divyaprabandham. It is difficult to guess 
the reason for its omission. However, we find numerous refer¬ 
ences to the manifestation of God as one lying in the sleeping 
posture on Adisesa, the multi-hooded divine serpent. The theo¬ 
logical significance attached to this form of Visnu, as explained 
by the commentators is that it symbolises God in the state of 
yoga-nidrd, contemplating over the ways to protect the universe. 
According to the Pancaratra Agamas, the task of protection of 
the universe is assigned to Aniruddha, one of the four vyuhas . 
In Vaisnava theology, Aniruddha is equated with Vasudeva who 
in the guise of Visnu is responsible for pdlana or protection. 
Brahma and Rudra, the other two deities of the Hindu trinity 
are brought into existence by Vasudeva through whom as their 
antardtmd , the tasks of creation and dissolution of the universe 
are carried out. If this explanation provided by Vaisnava the¬ 
ology on the basis of some Pancaratra texts is acceptable, the 
manifestation of God as Kslrdbdhisdyi or the one reposing in the 
milky ocean can be regarded as Vyuha Aniruddha . The hymns of 
the Alvars, however, do not say anything in this regard. 2 

The vibhava avatdras figure prominently in the Divyaprabandham. 
The Pancaratra treatises enumerate thirty-nine such avatdras. Of 
these 4 .the following ten are considered to be important on the 
basis of the extra special function performed by each: Matsya, 


1. TVM VIII.1.1 tevimaravar tirumakal pumi eva, marru amarar alieyvdr . 

CP La i rig a Purdna, vaikunthe tu pareloke Sriyasdrdham jagatpatih; dste visnuh.... 

2. Tirumalisdi Alvar in his Tiruccanda-viruttam refers to ndlumurtti (four forms) 
which is interpreted by some commentators in favour of four vyuhas. In the 
absence of the mention of the actual names of vyuhas, it is doubtful if this word 
means four vyuhas. For the same reason, the term muvardhiya murtti used by 
Nammalvar (III.6.1) cannot be taken as a reference to three vyuhas. 
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Kurina, Varaha, Narasimha, Vamana, Parasurama, Rama, Krsna, 
Balarama, Kalki. Most of the Alvars have acknowledged these 
principle avataras with the exception of Kalki which is yet to take 
place. But Nammalvar, Tirumangai and Periyalvar mention Kalki 
too. Among the other avataras , which have been mentioned by 
a few Alvars are: Hayagriva, Hamsa, Nara-Narayana, Nyagro- 
dha§ayi, KsirabdhiSayi. 

The avatara of Visnu as an infant child reposing on Nyagrodha 
(banyan) leaf during the great deluge is of special attraction to 
the Alvars as it is repeatedly mentioned in their hymns. The 
reason for its frequent reference is that the Alvars see in this 
avatara the two great attributes of God viz., the nirhetuka krpa 
or the unconditioned compassion and raksakatva or the concern 
for providing protection for the universe. 

Of the ten principal avataras, Vamana is of special attraction 
to the Alvars. All of them speak with admiration the manner in 
which Visnu as a dwarf tricked Mahabali by begging space 
measuring three footsteps and took possession of the entire 
universe. 

The avatara of Krsna has equally engaged the attention of all 
the Alvars. The filas of Kr$na as a child, as a youth and as a man 
constitute the pet theme of the mystic outpourings. Periyalvar 
imagines himself as Yasoda and pours out his emotional feelings 
towards Krsna as mother Yasoda would do to her infant child. 
Tirumangai Alvar also in the guise of a cowherd maid speaks 
the glory of Krsna tilas. Andal as a bride of Brndavan craves for 
a reunion with Krsna. Nammalvar devotes entire decad to the 
deeds of Krsna, from his birth onwards to his last day of de¬ 
parture from the cosmic universe. The reason for an extensive 
coverage of Krsnavatara is the display of God's saulabhya or easy 
accessibility in the exploits of Krsna to which the Alvars were 
attracted. 

The next two avataras of importance to the Alvars are 
Narasimha and Rama. In Narasimha, the Alvars see the protec¬ 
tive power or the readiness to protect the pious devotees through 
the destruction of evil forces. In the case of Rama, the Alvars 
perceive the noble quality of asrita-raksana or protection of a 
devotee dedicated to God. 

The avatara as Varaha, boar, who Uplifted the earth submerged 
in the bottom of the ocean is also of great appeal to the Alvars. 



In this avatara, they see the divine virtue of special concern of 
the Supreme Being to protect the universe and His special af¬ 
fection to Bhu-devi, the presiding deity of earth. 

In this connection, it may be observed that the Alvars were 
not so much interested in the narration of the various vibava 
avataras in all their detail, as we normally find in the Puranas. 
If they have mentioned only a few avataras , it was because they 
felt absorbed in the contemplation of the attributes that were 
manifest in these superhuman deeds. For instance, the repeated 
reference in the hymns to the deed of Krsna in holding aloft the 
Govardhana hill from the deluge of rain unleashed by Indra, just 
to protect men and innocent animals is to recall the divine quality 
of the nirhetuka krpd. The hymns do not bear the complexion of 
mythology even though they include the legendary episodes. 
Their main focus is to reveal the God's glory through His deeds. 

The area avatara or the manifestation of God in the form of 
icons has-engaged the special attention of the Alvars. In fact, the 
major part of the Tamil prabandhams, particularly those of 
Tirumangai Alvar, Nammalvar and the first four Alvars, is 
devoted to the singing of the glory of area deities that existed 
during their period in the Vaisnava shrines spread all over India. 
The Divyaprabandham covers in all 106 religious centres, majority 
of which are located in South India. The important centres in 
the North referred to by a few Alvars are: Badarinath, 
Devaprayag, Saligrama in the Himalaya mountain, Dwaraka in 
the west coast, Mathura, Brindavan, Ayodhya and Naimisaranya 
in the North. With the exception of Nammalvar, all the Alvars 
are believed to have visited these centres and expressed in words 
the grandeur of the deity and places as witnessed by them. As 
mystic saints gifted with spiritual knowledge and deep devotion 
to God, they have visualised a grandeur of unique type in the 
icons which ordinary human beings fail to see. In the case of 
Nammalvar, it is claimed that he was in Yogic meditation for 
16 years and hence he did not visit any of the religious centres 
but visualised the deities at selected shrines through Yogic per¬ 
ception and sang in praise of their glory. 

It is interesting to note that most of the hymns with the ex¬ 
ception of a few do not actually describe the beauty of the image 
of worship. On the other hand, they praise the particular deity 
in the background of the glorious avataras , the wondrous deeds 
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performed by them during the incarnation and the divine at¬ 
tributes. The verses contain a rich poetic imagery of the sur¬ 
rounding landscapes of the centre. The style of the poetic lan¬ 
guage adopted in the hymns and the kind of description of the 
divine glory look alike. The poems addressed to the different 
deities are however infused with devotional fervour and thirst 
for communion with God. Though the hymns are addressed 
primarily to particular deities, they are filled with philosophical 
and theological ideas. 

What is the main objective of the Alvars in devoting greater 
attention to the area deities? Are these hymns intended to pro¬ 
mote bhakti among common people? Are they aimed to give 
importance to the area avatdra and thereby justify image wor¬ 
ship? Are they meant to disseminate spiritual knowledge and 
promote religious way of life through worship of deities at 
temples? These are relevant questions and an answer to them 
will reveal the significance attached to the arcavatdra . 

According to the traditional account, the Alvars were inspired 
by God to sing His glory. To be more specific, the deities at 
particular temples granted a vision of the image as in the case 
of Nammalvar and in respect of others, the particular deities 
motivated them to speak about the divine glory. The Visnu- 
sahasrandma describes God as stavyah, to be praised and stava- 
priyah , as one fond of praise. It is, therefore, justified that the 
pious saints were inspired to sing in praise of God. 

That the hymns are intended to promote bhakti movement, as 
is commonly believed, is a superficial explanation for the advent 
of Divyaprabandham, although it may incidentally serve this 
purpose in a historical context. The significance of the hymns 
addressed to area deities is something different. The first and 
foremost objective is to establish that the incarnation of God as 
area or iconic form is real. As we have explained earlier, the 
philosophy of avatdra is based on the theory that God descends 
on earth from His eternal abode assuming a human form to fulfil 
twofold function viz., protection of the pious individuals de¬ 
voted to God (sddhu-paritrdna) and the destruction of evil force 
(i duskrt-vindsa ). More importantly, in the context of arcavatdra , He 
graciously condescends to make Himself available in an iconic 
form to enable the devotees to offer Him worship and to medi¬ 
tate on Him. This point is emphatically brought out in several 



hymns of the Alvars. Every time they address a deity at a temple, 
they say that the Supreme Being, out of His compassion towards 
the suffering humanity has chosen to be present Himself at a 
particular place in the form of an icon ( vigraha) purely for pro¬ 
viding an opportunity to the devotees to worship Him. Thus, 
Nammalvar, while exhorting the worship of the presiding deity 
of Tirumalirumsoli (an important holy hill in South India), 
describes the centre as may on maruviya knyil that is, the place 
which the Supreme Being has chosen as a permanent residence. 1 
He adds: "It is the place where the Lord resides for the purpose 
of offering Himself (His grace) to the devotees." 2 It is the centre 
where the glory of God is exhibited (pidurai kdyil) and by 
worshipping Him one can overcome the bondage. In the same 
strain, the Alvar speaks of the Tirumalai, a very famous holy 
hill in South India: 

That Benevolent Lord who saved the (cows and cowherds) 
from the torrential rain by uplifting the Govardhana hill, 
who in the past measured (with His three strides) the entire 
universe, has come down from His eternal abode to reside 
in the Tiruvengada (Tirumalai) hill. 3 

Tirumangai Alvar also speaks in the same strain about the 
Divine presence in the holy centres. Thus, in one of the decads 
devoted to sing the glory of Badari (the holy centre in the 
Himalaya), he says: 

My Lord who in the past assumed the body of a boar 
(Varaha) and rescued the earth submerged in the ocean, 
who killed the wicked demon Ravana by using the bow 
and arrow, is stationed here in Badari on the bank of Ganga. 4 

The main emphasis in all such hymns is to reassure the people 
who have doubts in their mind about the presence of divinity 
in holy centres that the Supreme Lord Himself has chosen the 
place as a permanent residence ( nitya-vasa ) for the benefit of the 
devotees. 

These statements of the Alvars point out that God can man- 


1. TVMII.10.1. 

2. Ibid. II 10.4. 

3. Ibid. IU.3.8. 

4. PTM 1.4.1. 
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ifest Himself in any form that is required to fulfil a specific 
purpose. According to the Sattvata Samhita, the oldest Pancaratra 
treatise, God on His own assumes the form of an idol and makes 
Himself available to devotees for worship. This kind of idol is 
known as svayam-vyakta or self-manifested image. The deity at 
places such as Tirumalai, Srirarigam, Vanamamalai, Badari are 
believed to be of this category. There is another category of 
idols. God reveals Himself in a physical form to those sages, 
who have continuously done penance for obtaining direct vision 
of God. When God descends to fulfil the desire of the sages, He 
may out of His will and compassion stay on in that spot in the 
form of an icon for enabling others to offer worship. Such idols 
are known as Saiddha or what is got established by sages. 

The devotees also can make an image of worship in a stone 
or metal or wood and invoke divinity into it by means of the 
prescribed rituals. Such images are known as mdnusa or man¬ 
made. The Visnudharmottara enjoins that devotees should make 
an attractive idol of Visnu out of any metal or stone and offer 
worship to it, prostrate before it, perform religious rites for it 
and meditate on it; by doing so they become free from all sins. 1 

The idols seen by the Alvars are mostly of the first and second 
category. The monumental architecture of the temples in which 
we see these deities enshrined now might have come up at a 
later time. The idols must have existed in simple structure serving 
as a sanctum sanctorum at the time they were visited by the 
Alvars ages ago. It would not, therefore, be correct to determine 
the age of the Alvar on the basis of the present architecture. 
When the Alvars sang their hymns at these temples, they did 
so with an unshakable faith in the divinity that inheres in them. 

The idols made out of metal or stone acquire spiritual char¬ 
acter (aprakrtatva) after they are consecrated by the prescribed 
rituals. The Sdttavata Samhita says: "God enters into the idol by 
assuming a body corresponding to the idol made by an indi¬ 
vidual and becomes indistinguishable like water in the milk/' 2 
Soon after the consecration, such an idol becomes spiritual in 
character with the presence of divinity. The consecrated idols 
are regarded as subhasraya. Subha means auspicious because it 

1. Visnudtmrmollara 103.16. 

2. Sattvata Samhita VI.22 bimbdkrlydtmand bimbe samdgatydvatisthate ; 

karoty-amurtdn akhilam bhogataktim tu ca atmasat. 
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is spiritual in character and as such is capable of removing the 
sins of the worshippers. It is asraya because it serves as a fit 
object for meditation. 

The Vigrahas have the form of a human being. But on this 
basis it is not correct to consider them as anthropomorphic 
because God choses human form or whatever form a devotee 
desires. Thus says Poygai Alvar, the earliest Vaisnava saint: "In 
whatever form the devotees desire, God assumes a body in that 
very form." 1 2 The same tTuth is conveyed by the Bhagavadgitd} 

The main purpose of focussing on the glory of area deities is 
to impress on the common people the importance of worship of 
God as the easiest means of attaining liberation from bondage. 
This is evident from the fact that most of the hymns devoted 
to the singing of the glory of a religious centre or the deity 
therein also contain philosophical ideas apart from mere de¬ 
scription of a deity. We can notice this characteristic feature 
prominently in the Periya Tirurnoli. Tirumarigai Alvar moves on 
from place to place and sings the glory of a deity, generally 
using the same phraseology. The main purpose of such an effort, 
as commentators point out, is to remove the doubts of the people 
regarding the value of worship, make them understand its sig¬ 
nificance so that they can strive for spiritual upliftment. This 
appears to be the Alvars' life mission focussing their attention 
on the temples serving as centres of religious activities. 

The fifth kind of avatara as antarydmi is also acknowledged by 
the Alvars. The word antarydmi is used in the Upanisad to refer 
to the Paramatman or Brahman as the inner controller (antardtmd) 
of all sentient beings and non-sentient entities in the universe. 3 
According to the Upanisads, as interpreted by Ramanuja, Brah¬ 
man creates the universe by its sahkalpa or divine will and there¬ 
after enters into every created entity along with the soul and 
then gives it the name and form. 4 This concept of antaryamitva 
is common to all living beings and also material objects. This is, 
however, different from the Antarydmi avatara of God. 
Antaryamitva as an avatara implies that God or Brahman dwells 
in the heart of human beings in a subtle form ( sdksma-rupa ) to 

1. MTi 44 tarriar uhandadu evvuruvam avvuruvam tdne. 

2. BG IV.11 ye yathd mam prapadyante tam tathaiva bhajamyaham. 

3. See BrUp V.7.2. 

4. TUp III, See also ChUp VI. 3.2. 
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enable them to meditate on Brahman. 1 Whether or not God with 
a spiritual body as in the case of other avatdra, enters into the 
human body is not clear in the Upanisadic statements. However, 
the Vaisnava theology accepts the view that God as the antarydml 
possesses a subtle form in the human beings as otherwise He 
would not be an object of meditation for a updsaka. 

The Alvars have acknowledged both the concepts of 
antaryamitva . The statement of Nammalvar in the opening decad 
of the TiruvdymoU that God abides in every entity in the universe 
though He is invisible is a reiteration of the teaching of Antarydml 
Brahmana . That God is antaratma of all that exists in the universe 
is repeatedly emphasised throughout the Tiruvaymoli. In an 
explicit way, the Alvar says "He is inside, He is outside. He is 
everywhere." 2 

Regarding the other concept of antarydml as an avatdra 
Nammalvar says in more than one hymn that Supreme Being 
has chosen his (A|var's) heart as an abode in the same way as 
He enjoys being in Vaikuntha or in any other holy centre. 3 The 
word kdyil kotiddn used in this hymn signifies that the heart of 
Alvar is like a temple or a desirable abode for God. Tirumangai 
Alvar too describes the residence of God within one's heart. 4 
Obviously, these statements refer to the manifestation of God in 
a subtle form inside the heart. The significant feature of this 
teaching of the Alvars which is not so obvious in the Pancaratra 
texts is that God who as an antarydml (as an avatdra) is not 
different in essence from the one in the paramapada (as Supreme 
Being), the one who lies in the milky ocean (as vyuha ), the one 
who incarnates as Krsna and Rama (as vibhava), the one who is 
also present in the temple as area . Putattalvar says: 

The Supreme Being resides in my heart; He is stationed in 
Tiruvengadam; He is lying in the milky ocean; He is reposing 
in the extensive centre of Sriranga; He is being glorified as 
the Devadi-deva by countless celestial beings; once in the 


1. See RTS Chapter V, See also Nyaya-siddhanjana, p. 237. 

2. TVM VII.8.8 munniya muvulahum avaiydy avarrai 

padaittu pinnum ulldy purattdy. 

See also VI1I.8.2. 

3. TVM VIII.6.5 kdyil konddn, adanddum ennehjakam. 

4. Tiruneduntandaknm, perddu ennerijinullay. 



past He killed the demon posing as the horse. 1 

Thus, the theory of avatdra finds a clear exposition in the 
Divyaprabandham which reveals fully the glory of God and pro¬ 
vides adequate material for a more extensive development of 
the doctrine by Ramanuja and his successors. 

IV. Divine Activities 

We have considered one aspect of the glory of Cod as seen by 
the Alvars through His various incarnations. We shall now con¬ 
sider the divine activities (Idas) which also exhibit His glory in 
a grand way. The Divyaprabandham is replete with bhagavat-lilas, 
as these have made great appeal on the minds of the mystic 
saints. The main objective of the Alvars in citing the lilds is to 
promote bhakti among the common people and enable them to 
contemplate on God. Dhyana or contemplation, is an important 
stage of bhakti-yoga and this needs bhakti or loving devotion to 
God. Bhakti assumes different forms. The Bhdgavata Purdna men¬ 
tions nine modes of worship 2 which include smarana or contem¬ 
plation on the glory of God. Smarana helps to cleanse the mind 
of its impurities and secure stability to perform dhyana-yoga lead¬ 
ing to the vision of God. In one of the decads of the TiruvdymoH 
depicting the anguish caused by the separation from God, 
Nammalvar resorts himself to contemplation of the deeds of 
God-incarnate Krsna for mental solace. 3 We find several such 
instances in the hymns of Tirumangai, Periyalvar, Kulasekaran 
and Andal. 

The divine activities referred to by the Alvars are also many 
and they are repeated in the same poem. Thus, for instance, the 
feat of Vamana measuring the universe with His three strides 
is mentioned several times in the same poem and also by all the 
Alvars. Among the pranks of Krsna as a child, his penchant for 
stealing .freshly churned butter is a pet theme with most of the 
Alvars. The divine deeds can be grouped under three categories: 

1. The cosmic functions such as creation, protection and 
dissolution of the universe. 


1. ITi 28. 

2. BP VII.5.23, See Chapter 5, p. 128. 

3. See Chapter 7, p. 176. 
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2. The deeds performed for the protection of celestial 
deities. 

3. The deeds performed during the avatdras to punish the 
evil-doers and protect the pious individuals. 

Cosmic Functions 

The three cosmic functions namely, creation, protection and 
dissolution of the universe are important both from the philo¬ 
sophical and theological point of view. Philosophically, the 
Ultimate Reality, though it is transcendental should have a 
positive relation to the universe. In view of this the Vedanta-sutra 
on the basis of the Taittiriya Upanisad adopts the jagat-kdranatva 
or that which is the primary cause of creation as an important 
criteria for determining the nature of the Ultimate Reality. 
Theologically, God in a monotheistic system should be the cre¬ 
ator and saviour of the universe. 

It is interesting how the Alvars have explained these cosmic 
functions in their hymns. While accepting the basic functions 
stated in the Vedanta, they have described in a symoblic lan¬ 
guage: God creates the universe (padaittu ), swallows it (undu), 
spits it out ( umilndu ), retains it in His stomach in a subtle form 
(adaittu) and restores the earth submerged in the ocean ( idandu ). 
Several hymns in the Divyaprabandham refer to these functions. 

The metaphors of 'swallowing' and 'spitting' are used by the 
Alvars to explain the philosophic concept of dissolution and 
evolution of the universe. These ideas are not borrowed, as some 
modem scholars think, from the ancient Tamil poetry. The Kdtha 
Upanisad speaks of the entire universe comprising sentient be¬ 
ings and non-sentient entities as food for Brahman. 1 Based on 
this Upanisadic statement, the Vedanta-sutra describes Brahman 
as attd or eater. 2 The metaphor of 'eating' is employed to denote 
the dissolution of the universe, one of the cosmic functions of 
Brahman. Following this teaching, the Alvars too use the expres¬ 
sion undu (eating) and umilndu (spitting) to describe the cosmic 
functions of God. 

The restoration of the earth submerged in the ocean is part 
of the function of the protection of the universe. According to 


1. KaUp 1:2:25 yasyn brahma ca ksatram ca ubhe bhavata odanah. 

2. VS l‘2?9 trtta caracara gr a fin tint. 
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the Puranas, the earth was stolen by a demon and hidden in the 
bottom of the ocean. Visnu taking the form of a boar dived deep 
into the ocean and restored it to its original position. This deed 
is of special significance to the Alvars, because the presiding 
deity of earth is Bhu-devi, one of the consorts of Visnu and the 
restoration of it amounts to the rescuing of Bhu-devi, who is dear 
to Him. The theological significance of this deed, as explained 
by Pillan and other commentators, is that God is so compassion¬ 
ate that he cannot tolerate the affliction caused to the living 
beings in general and to Bhu-devi in particular. 

The retention of the universe in the stomach of God during 
deluge is also a svbmolic way of explaining the protection of the 
universe during the period of deluge. Following the mythologi¬ 
cal account, the Alvars depict the picture of the Supreme Being 
as an infant reposing on nyagrodha (banyan) leaf floating on the 
ocean. According to the Pancaratra treatise, Nyagrodhasayi is one 
of the 39 avatdras. The theological significance of this imagery 
as conceived in the hymns is to illustrate the two divine at¬ 
tributes viz., the capacity of the God to perform what is impos¬ 
sible for others (aghatitaghqtana samarthya) and the unconditioned 
compassion (nirhetuka krpd). The former is self-evident and needs 
no explanation because the attribute of sarvasaktitva (omnipo¬ 
tence) should include the possibility of performing what is 
normally considered impossible for others. As regards the latter, 
even without any demand or prayer on the part of the human 
and celestial beings, God is concerned with protecting them 
during the great deluge so that they are reborn during the time 
of creation. According to the ViSistadvaita Vedanta, creation 
cannot take place from what is non-existent. What exists in an 
unmanifested form is brought into existence in a manifested 
form. The universe comprising living beings and non-sentient 
entities is pot totally destroyed during pralaya but it is dissolved 
into a subtle form; at the time of creation, the same is evolved 
into the variegated universe. The creation and dissolution of the 
universe is a sport (MS) for God. The philosophical explanation 
for creation of the universe is to provide an opportunity to the 
countless jtvas to strive again to overcome the beginningless 
bondage and attain liberation. The Alvars view it as an act of 
dayd or compassion towards the living beings. 

The deeds which are of benefit to the celestial deities are: 
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1. The removal of the curse inflicted on Rudra by Brahma. 

2. The restoration of the Vedas to Brahma who had lost 
it as a result of the theft by a demon. 

3. The restoration and propagation of Vedic knowledge 
to the devatas by assuming the form of Hayagrlva (man- 
horse) and Hamsa (swan). 

4. The assistance offered to Rudra in destroying the 
unconquerable citadel of the powerful demon Tripura. 

5. The assistance provided to Indra, the kind of the devatas , 
to get back his kingdom which was about to be usurped 
by Bali, the king of demons. 

6 . The churning of the milky ocean to obtain the nectar 
(i amrtamathana) in order to protect the devatas from 
being destroyed by the demons. 

Here again the Alvars do not mention the details of the leg¬ 
ends as narrated in the Epics and Puranas. They merely refer 
to these events to prove the supremacy (paratva) of Visnu or 
Narayana. According to them, Narayana is the Supreme Deity, 
the sole creator and saviour of the universe and other deities are 
subordinate to Him. 

The following are the other divine deeds which are referred 
to in the hymns: 

1. The destruction of the wicked demon, Hiranyakasyapa 
for the sake of protecting the pious and devoted child 
Prahlada. 

2 . The killing of the powerful demon-king Ravana to save 
the celestial beings and the sages from his oppression 
and to establish righteousness (dharma). 

3. The killing of Vali, the wicked monkey-God to help the 
friendly Sugriva. 

4. The destruction of Karhsa to establish dharma . 

5. The killing of a powerful demon, Banasura for helping 
Aniruddha. 

6 . The destruction of the Kauravas for the protection of 
the Pandavas. 

7. A series of destruction of evil forces performed by Krsna 
by the killing of wicked demons such as Putana, 
£akatasura, Yamularjuna, Bakasura, Kapittha, seven 
ferocious bulls and the powerful elephant kuvalayaplda. 

8 . A series of playful deeds performed by Krsna during 



his younger days—stealing of the butter, cheating the 
cowherd maids, grazing the cows, captivating the 
cowherd maids with his enchanting beauty, the perfor¬ 
mance of rasakrida (a folk dance) with gopis, lifting the 
Govardhana hill to protect the gopas and cows from 
torrential rain, the restoration of the children of a pious 
Brahmin from the heaven. 

The main objective of citing these Puranic episodes is to explain 
the twofold purpose of avatdra viz., protection of the pious in¬ 
dividuals (sadhuparitrana) and destruction of evil (duskrt-vindsa). 
Besides, the Alvars see in all these deeds the following divine 
qualities: 

1. Asrita-virodha nirasana —the destruction of obstacles 
standing in the way of a devotee seeking refuge in God. 

2 . Asrita-vatsalya —a loving disposition towards His dev¬ 
otees. 

3. Asrita-paksapdta —a partiality towards the devotees. 

4 . Asrita-vydmoha —a special attachment towards the 
devotees. 

5. Sausilya —gracious condescension to mix freely with 
devotees unmindful of their birth and status. 

6 . Saulabhya —easy accessibility. 

The fuller meaning of these attributes have been explained in 
the earlier section. It may be noted here that these are the most 
important qualities of a Divine Being from the standpoint of an 
ardent devotee seeking refuge in Him. The God-intoxicated 
Alvars who crave for the vision of God are naturally attracted 
by this aspect of the divine glory. They have included these 
episodes in their devotional songs for the purpose of promoting 
bhakti among the common folks and induce them to turn to¬ 
wards God and refrain from the indulgance in the sensual plea¬ 
sures. The Vaisnava Acarya have taken special note of these and 
elaborated them in their commentaries. Pillan, the earliest com¬ 
mentator on TiruvdymoH and so also Vedanta Desika have laid 
greater emphasis on the theological implications of the divine 
Ulas than the legends. This supports the view that the hymns of 
the Alvars are not merely intended to promote bhakti but more 
importantly to impart the philosophic knowledge to the com¬ 
mon people through the media of vernacular. 



Chapter 4 


THE DOCTRINE OF INDIVIDUAL 

SELF 


The theis.tic mysticism presupposes the existence of a soul 
(jlvatman ) as distinct from God (Paramatman) who is the object 
of spiritual experience. Only an individual deeply devoted to 
God yearns ardently to obtain the direct vision of God. What 
is the nature of an individual soul? Is it the mind (manas), the 
internal sense organ through which experience of external object 
takes place? Or is it an empirical ego denoted by T ( ahamkdra )? 
Or is it an eternal spiritual entity constituted of knowledge and 
bliss (jndndnandamaya )? Further, if it be a real spiritual entity as 
distinct from Paramatman, what is the nature of the relationship 
between the two? These are the important philosophical issues 
and we may find out what the Alvars have to say on the subject. 

The Tamil prabandhams do not present a detailed discussion 
of the doctrine of jiva. But there are a large number of hymns 
containing adequate references to jiva in different contexts from 
which w.e can gather the views of the Alvars. The Alvars have 
laid greater emphasis on the human bondage caused by the 
karma or the deeds of the past lives, than the ontological status 
of jiva , due to the fact that it stands as the greatest obstacle to 
the realization of God. They repeatedly call themselves as sin¬ 
ners (pdviyen) because they are deprived of the vision of God. 
Though the bondage of soul is the dominant feature of their 
teachings, they have thrown sufficient light on the true nature 
of jivatman and its ontological relation to Paramatman . 
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I. The Nature of Jtva 

The Alvars employ frequently terms such as manas, nehju, ullam 
which generally refer to the mind or the internal sense organ 
through which experience of objects takes place. This corresponds 
to the citta in Sankhya-yoga and antah-karana or the empirical ego 
conditioned by consciousness in Advaita Vedanta. They do not 
consider this as the soul (jiva). They use the word uyir , for the 
living spirit or jiva. 1 In one place Nammalvar mentions the 
Sanskrit word jiva for the soul as distinct from the physical 
body. 2 3 He describes it as aruvinan 3 which means that it is devoid 
of any physical form. It is essentially of the nature of knowledge 
(jnana ) and bliss ( ananda ). It can be realized by the mind after 
getting rid of the mental impurities. 4 In another hymn, he states 
that it is a self-luminous entity abiding in the body. 5 The true 
nature of the jivatman as svayam-jyotis or self-luminous can be 
visualized in the state of kaivalya when the soul is totally liber¬ 
ated from bondage. 

The jivas are infinite in number. While defining the term 
N drayana, Nammalvar states that He is the Deity who is asso¬ 
ciated with countless, souls which are of the nature of jnana and 
ananda (en perukku annalattu). 6 The word en-perukku, which is the 
equivalent of Sanskrit word ananta indicates that the souls are 
infinite numerically and annalattu means that they are constitut¬ 
ed of essential qualities such as knowledge and bliss. 7 8 In one of 
the hymns he addresses God as the one who caused thousands 
of jivas. % In several hymns, the souls are referred collectively as 
sentient beings (yavarum) as distinct from non-sentient entities 
(yavaiyum ). The former cover all cetanas or living souls and the 
latter all acetanas, the non-living entities. These two terms cor¬ 
respond to the two metaphysical categories viz., cit and acit, 


1. TVM 1.1.7 udalmisai uyirena. 

See also 1.2.1 ummuyir vidudaiyanidai. 

MTi 73 udalum uyirum errdn. 

2. TVM VH.8.5 kdyamum Slvanumay. 

3. TVM 1.1.3 nilanidai visumbidai uruvinan aruvinan. 

4. TVM 1.1.2 manamha malamara malarmisai elutarum. 

5. TVM 1.1.10 idantihal porultorum—idam means body and tihal means shining; the 

total meaning is the luminous entity in the body. 

6. TVM 1.2.10. 

7. See Pill an AP 1.2.10 asankhyeyardy jndnananda-svabhdvardy irunda atma. 

8. TVM in.2.6 parapalldyiram uyir-Seyda paramd. 
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accepted in the Visistadvaita Vedanta. In the absence of any 
reference to the Advaitin's theory of the souls as either reflec¬ 
tions of one Brahman in the numerous antah-karanas (empirical 
ego) or Brahman conditioned by several internal organs, the 
plurality of the souls is an accepted fact. They are eternal 
{mannuyir)} 

The Alvars also acknowledge the three types of jivas—baddha 
or bound, mukta or released and nitya or eternally free. The 
numerous references in the hymns to a category of individuals 
in the name of amarar, vinnavar, vdnor etc., indicate the existence 
of eternally free souls or nityu-suris . The acceptance of the theory 
of kainkarya or divine service to the Lord in an eternal abode 
(;paramapada ) by the individual souls after they attain moksa implies 
the existence of muktas or souls totally free from bondage. In one 
of the hymns speaking about the glory of God, Nammalvar 
makes a pointed reference to muktdtmd which is described as 
arupa or devoid of physical form, countless (alahil polinda) and 
possessing jfidna that pervades in all ten directions (tisai pattdy). 1 2 
The baddhas are the souls which are caught up in the form of 
continuous series of births and deaths. 

II. Jtva and Human Bondage 

The bondage is caused by the beginningless karma or the deeds, 
good as well as bad, of the past lives. 3 The souls which pass 
through several lives 4 experience the suffering of birth, death, 
disease and old age. 5 Karma is anddi and so also the bondage 
caused by it has no beginning. But it has an end which comes 
when the individual gets rid of it totally by the practice of the 
prescribed spiritual discipline. 


1. TVM 1.2.2. 

See alMTi 60 mannuyirhalku ellam aranaya. 

2. TVM VI.9.7 pura andattu alahil polinda tisai pattdy aruveyd. Pillan interprets these 
words in favour of muktdtmd which exists beyond the cosmic universe ( anddt- 
bahi), which possesses all-pervasive knowledge (asankucita jhdna ) and which 
are also countless ( asahkhyeya ). 

3. TVM III.2.2 tol md-valvinai (anddi maha-prabala papdni ). 

TVM V.1.6 iruvalvimiyar kumaikkum. 

TVM II.6.5 en ulappilada van twinaikal. 

4. TVM II.6.8 mari mari palapirappum pirandu. 

5. TVM IV.9.5 arigu uyirhdl pirappu irappu pini muppdl taharpu unnum. 
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In one of the hymns, Nammalvar explains how the bondage 
is caused. It says: 

In the earlier lives (through which the soul passed), I did 
not perform any good deeds; nor I abstained from doing 
evil deeds. On the contrary, I indulged in the enjoyment 
of sensual pleasures of transitory character and thereby I 
was dragged away from you. 1 

Who causes the bondage? Is God responsible for it? Or is the 
individual soul in any way responsible for it? These are impor¬ 
tant ethical issues relating to the problem of evil and freedom 
of soul. 

Nammalvar points out that at the time of the creation of the 
universe Isvara provides a body and sense organs to the soul. 2 
The implication of this statement is that jiva is not created. It 
exists even during the period of dissolution in a subtle form, 
devoid of a body and sense organs. Isvara causes its birth in the 
sense of associating the jiva with a physical component. On the 
basis of the type of body provided to a jiva , it is classified as 
deva (celestial being), manusya (human being) or pasu (animal) 
etc. This association of a body with a jiva is itself the bondage 
for the soul. The jiva is also enabled to function with the mental 
faculties and physical power given to it by God and conse¬ 
quently, it indulges in both good and evil deeds. The indulgence 
of the jiva through sense organs in evil activities causes further 
bondage to it. Is God then responsible for the human bondage 
insofar as He provides a body and sense organs to it? In one 
of the hymns, Nammalvar specifically states that God has placed 
the soul inside a physical body, which though full of dirt within, 
is outwardly covered in a neat form with the skin and make it 
indulge in all kinds of evil activities, thereby causing bondage. 3 
In another hymn, he complains to God for binding the soul with 
the five sense organs which drag it towards sensual pleasures 
and keep it away from the God-realization. 4 All these statements 

1 TVM III.2.6 kirpan fallen enru, ilati munanalal 

arpasarangal avai suvaittu ahanrolinden. . . 

See also TVM III.2.7 tneyjfianaminri vinaiyiyal pirappu a[undi. 

2. TVM III.2.1 anndl hi tanda akkaiyin vali ulalven. 

3. TVM V 1.5. 

4. TVM vn.1.1 unnilaviya aivaral kumai tirri 

enriai un pddapahkayam nannild-vahaiye nalivdn 
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give the impression that God is responsible for human bondage. 
But this is not so. Though Isvara is the primary cause for the 
creation of the universe along with all variegated created entities 
including the human and divine beings, the soul is caused to be 
associated with a specific physical component in accordance with 
the karma or the punya and papa arising from the past deeds of 
an individual. That is, a soul assumes the body of a celestial 
(deva) or that of a human being or animal, in accordance with 
the will ( sankalpa) of Isvara based on the merit and demerit of 
an individual. This is the basic postulate of Hindu religion. 
Though Nammalvar does not mention this point explicitly, it is 
implied in his general statements describing God as the very 
deeds {karma) performed by individuals and the very fruit or 
results arising from such deeds. 1 The following two hymns sung 
in an ecstatic mood by Nammalvar identifying himself with God 
convey this idea: 

It is I who control all deeds performed in the present time, 
those done in the past and those to be done in the future; 
I am the one who enjoy the fruits of these deeds; I am the 
one who prompt the doers (the individuals) in the respective 
deeds. 2 

I indeed am the heaven providing happiness, the hell 
causing suffering and the state of moksa of supreme bliss; 
I am the souls that assume variegated physical bodies (kolam 
kol uyirhalum); I am the very primordial matter which 
undergo variety of modification. 3 

The equation of God with the souls assuming variety of 
physical bodies, the human activities and even the goals to be 
achieved by human endeavour signifies, as explained elsewhere, 4 


1. TVM m.5.10 karumamum karurtm palanum dhiya kdranan tannai. 

2. TVM V.6.4 Seyhinra kitiyellam ydne ennum 

Seyvdnlnranahalum ydne ennum... 
ieydu munirandavum ydne ennum 
ieykaippayan unpenum ydne ennum... 

3. TVM V.6.10 kolamkol suvarkamum ydne ennum 

kolamil narakamum ydne ennum 
kolemtihal mokkamum ydne ennum 
kolamkoj uyirhalum ydne ennum 
kolamkaj tanimudal ydne ennum 

4. See Chapter 2. 
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that God is the inner controller of all these. The significant phrase 
in this hymn, which is relevant in the present context, is kolam 
kol uyirhal. Uyirhal means the souls; kdlam-kol means to put on 
a costume or disguise. The fuller meaning of this combined 
word is that the souls (which by their intrinsic nature have no 
physical form or appearance) assume different physical forms 
like a person appearing on a stage with different costumes In 
other words, the souls put on a body of either a celestial or 
human or other living being and accordingly they are desig¬ 
nated with different names as a deva or manusyci. The important 
point for consideration is, who causes such an association of the 
soul with different physical bodies? Obviously, it is God who 
as the creator of the entire universe, causes it on the basis of the 
karma or past deeds of individual selves. This point though not 
mentioned in the hymn in question, is implied, as is explained 
by Pillan in his commentary. Thus he states: 'The souls are 
caused by Isvara to enter different kinds of bodies by (His will) 
in accordance with the karma of individuals." 1 

The association of the soul with a body and sense organs is 
itself bondage because the latter entangle the soul with activities 
good and bad and consequently, make it reap their benefits in 
the form of happiness or suffering. More than this, the body 
which is also known as avidyd or mdyd functions as a veil and 
prevents an individual from securing the true knowledge of 
jivdtman and Paramdtman. The senses are personified as five 
powerful wicked demons, because they drag the individuals to 
indulge in sensual pleasures and prevent them from the God- 
realization. 2 In view of this, Nammalvar as well as other Alvars 
repeatedly refer to human bondage and emphasise the need to 
overcome it. 

Now the question arises: who is to remove it? Is it done by 
human endeavour or by God Himself? The general tenor of the 
hymns relating to this subject is that God who is the primary 
cause of the bondage should also remove it. Nammalvar in all 


1. See Pillan, AP V.6.10 karmamigunanwha devddi sanraprave^am pannakkadava 

dimdkkalum. 

2. See TVM VII 1.1. 

See fn. 4 on p. 131. 
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his prayers pleads before God to remove his vinai or karma. He 
even goes to the extent of stating that no one else other than 
compassionate Almighty can cause its destruction. If this posi¬ 
tion is accepted, then there would be no room for human 
endeavour. If the soul is absolutely dependent on God {atyanta- 
paratantra), there would be no scope for human freedom. 

Prima facie, what is stated above appears to be the view of 
Nammalvar. But on closer examination of his hymns, this does 
not seem to be the correct position. Nammalvar at the very 
outset advocates the divine service as a means of attaining the 
spiritual goal. He commends the renouncement of all worldly 
attachments and the surrender of one's self to God in order to 
attain Him. He advises the devotees to adopt the path of bhakti 
or bhakti-yoga as a means of God-realization. In the case of those 
who do not have the capacity to follow the arduous bhakti-yoga, 
he advocates self-surrender to the feet of God as the sole refugee 
for attaining the spiritual goal. He also prescribes the simple 
modes of worship of God such as ndma-sahkirtana to get rid of 
the sins of the past and overcome the obstacles standing in the 
way of God-realization. He himself admits that he was able to 
root out the sins of the past by unceasing contemplation on the 
glory of God and by singing His glory. 1 All these statements 
which are also endorsed by other Alvars would become mean¬ 
ingless, if the jiva was not an agent of action with the freedom 
to perform the prescribed religious deeds. As Vedanta-sutra says, 
jlva is the kartd or the doer as otherwise the religious commands 
would have no significance. 2 The statements of Nammalvar, 
which speak of God as the one who should remove the sins of 
the past are only intended to emphasise the fact that human 
endeavour needs the grace of God for its success. God as the 
primary cause of creation has provided to every individual the 
faculty of intellect to think and the physical organs to function. 
This is done out of His unconditioned compassion ( nirhetuka - 
krpd ). In this respect, the kartrtva or doership is a gift of God. 3 
The capacity to think and act which is granted by God is to be 


1. TVM II.6.6 unnai cintaiseydu seydu un nedu-md-moUsai pddi adi, 

en munnait-twinaihal muiuver arindanatj ydn. 

2. VS 0.2.33 kartd iastrarthavattvdt. 

3. Cp VS U.3.40 pardttu tat sruteh. 
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utilized by an individual with the aid of the sastra in the right 
direction for a purposeful goal. To this extent, he is a free agent 
of action. If it were not so, then all the scriptural injunctions in 
the form of a command to do the right thing and abstain from 
what is morally wrong would be rendered meaningless. The 
equation of God with all deeds as well as the results accruing 
from them (krti and karma-phala) is intended to convey the fact 
that God as the antaratmd of ail that exists in the universe is the 
controller ( niyantd) of all human activities. Thus, there is no 
room for the view that the Alvars subscribe to the theory of 
determinism without allowing the freedom of an individual. 

III. Jtva and Isvara 

Now we come to the theory of the ontological status oijivatman 
in relation to Paramdtman . The Veddnta-sutra points out that jtva 
is amsa or an integral part of Brahman. 1 The word amsa is in¬ 
terpreted by Ramanuja in terms of sarlra or body in the technical 
sense as that which is wholly supported (adheya) and controlled 
(niyamya) and that which is dependent ( sesa ) on Brahman which 
is saririn. In the epistemological sense, it is an essential attribute 
(j prakdra or visesana) of the substance (prakarin or visesya), like the 
luminosity is an inseparable attribute of the luminous entity. 
Nammalvar describes fiva as a part of the glory of the Supreme 
Being ( Isan elil) who abides in all sentient beings and non-sen- 
tient entities and controls them from within as its antaratmd. 2 All 
souls belong to God who is the Sovereign of the universe 
{Sarvesvara). In a more specific way, he says in one of the hymns: 
that soul is the property of the Lord. 3 Elsewhere he states: "'My 
soul is yours." 4 Taking the context in which this statement is 
made, its implication is that the individual soul is the property 
of Paramdtman because its very existence (sattd) is derived from 
the latter and it exists for the sole purpose of serving God. In 
Vaisnava theology, the soul is regarded as dasa or wholly sub- 


1. VS II.3.42 amio ndnd vyapadesat... 

2. TVM 2.7 adahgu elil sampaltu adangakkandu, Isan 

adangu elil akdu enru adaaguha ulle. 

3. TVM 1.2.1 ummuyir vidu udaiyanidai. 

4. TVM II.3.4 enaddvi aviyum nl. 

See also TVM IV.3.8 ennadu unnaddviyum. 
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servient to God. 1 Nammalvar as well as other Alvars accord 
greater importance to this theological aspect of the soul. They 
frequently employ the Vaisnava terminology adiyert to signify 
the fact that the soul is subordinate to God (ddsa-bhuta). 
Nammalvar prays that his soul should be accepted by God for 
the exclusive purpose of offering divine service at all times. 2 
Andal also reiterates the same when she says that we desire to 
do service for ever exclusively to God. 3 Nammalvar expresses 
his gratitude to God for blessing him with philosophic wisdom 
and enabling him to serve Him. 4 

These hymns reveal that there is an intimate relationship be- 
Iween God and the individual self. Just as God is very dear to 
the jlva longing to see Him, God also has a special affection 
towards His devotees and desires to have communion with him. 
The theistic mysticism which is the dominant subject-matter of 
Tiruvdymoli and also the prabandhams of Periyalvar, Andal, 
Kulasekharan and Tirumangai is developed on such an intimate 
relationship that exists between the compassionate loving Su¬ 
preme Lord and the devoted, humble subordinate individual 
self. The mystic is made to crave for a direct vision of God with 
His full glory and is also subjected to anguish during the sep¬ 
aration from Him, because of God's love to him. The commun¬ 
ion with God termed as samslesa and separation from Him named 
vislesa are the two important states of bhakti. In the former state, 
the mystic sings the glory of God in different ways out of joy 
derived from the experience of God. In the latter state, he gives 
expression to his mental anguish in different forms caused by 
separation from God. All such mystic outpourings are meaning¬ 
ful in the context of the loving, mutual bondship that exists 


1. The soul is also described as Sesa or dependent on God who is the Sesin or Lord. 
Sesatva is a wider philosophical concept employed by Ramanuja to define the 
ontological relationship between God and the universe comprising both sentient 
souls and non-sentient entities. The term ddsa is more specific and applies 
exclusively to individual souls to denote the idea that soul by virtue of its 
nature is wholly dependent on God and subserves Him. The Alvars have 
perferred this concept. 

2. TVM II.9.4 enakke dl sey ekkdlattum emu... 

tanakke aha enai kollumJde. 

3. See Tiruppdvai 29 unakke nam dlseyvom. 

4. TVM V.7.3 poru\ allddn ennai porul akki adimm konddy. 
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between the soul and God. We shall deal with this subject in 
detail in the chapter on Theistic Mysticism. For the present we 
may take note of the fact that the Alvars conceive the soul as 
intimately related to God, as a part of His glory (sampat) and 
as a dear entity in the same way as a child is to the loving 
parents. 1 The religious texts compare the soul to the kaustubha 
or a precious gem worn by Visnu on His chest. 2 It has the intrinsic 
capacity to be reunited with God but it has to endeavour to 
attain it after overcoming the obstacles in the form of bondage 
by the observance of the spiritual discipline laid down by the 
sacred texts for the purpose. 

IV. The Concept of Bhagavata-sesatva 
Before we conclude we should take note of another important 
aspect of Jiva's relation not only to God but also to the devotee 
of God. In Vaisnava terminology, this is known as Bhagavata- 
sesatva , which means that an individual self is subordinate to 
God's devotees. This concept which constitutes a distinctive 
theory of Vaisnavism finds a clear expression in the hymns of 
the Alvars. Though there are some references to this idea in the 
Mahabharata, Ramayam and Vaisnava Puranas, the Alvars appear 
to have been the forerunner of the theory. Two decads of the 
Tiruvaymoli (III.7 and VIII.10) are exclusively devoted to extol 
the greatness of bhagavata-sesatva . Nammalvar regards the sub¬ 
ordination to God's devotee as an ideal to be aspired for (parama - 
prapya) by a Vaisnava. He says: "Whoever worships the Su¬ 
preme Lord with devotion, unto him I bow with respect irre¬ 
spective of his caste and social status." 3 Such a person is to be 
accepted as one's svamin or master. 4 Not only a Bhdgavata is 
respected but even his devotees up to a few generations are 
treated as svamin of a Vaisnava. In a characteristic way he says: 
"We are the subordinates to the devotees of devotees of devo¬ 
tees of devotees," 5 In the tenth decad of the eight centum to 

1. Cp RV 1.31.10 tvam pitasi nah. 

See also BG XI.45 piteva putrasya. 

2. See RTS Chapter 1 manivara iva Saureh nitya hrdyopi jivah... 

3. TVM III.7.1 payilum tiru udaiydr evarelum, avar kandlr... 

emmai alum paramare. 

4. TVM m.7.3 emmai dludai ydrkale. 

5. TVM ni.7.10 adiydr adiydr tammadiydr, adiydr tamakku- 

adiydr-adiydr tam adiydr adiyofigale. 
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which Vaisnava Acaryas attach special importance, the worship 
of the Bhagavatas ( Bhdgavata-kaihkarya ) is considered superior to 
the worship of God Himself. Even the Lordship of the world, 
(aisvarya), the blissful experience of the soul ( kaivalya ) and the 
experience of God in the state of moksa are not comparable to 
the joy derived from the worship of the true devotees of Visnu. 1 

The Bhagavata-kainkarya is held in such a high esteem that one 
of the Alvars, Vipranarayana called himself as Tondaradippodi, 
which literally means 'wearer of the dust of the feet of devotees'. 
Kulasekharajvar also extols the dust of the feet of the devotees 
{adippodi) and regards it as holy as Gariga water. 2 He wishes to 
be born as the pathway to the Tirumalai hills and the footsteps 
leading to the temple so that he could have the contact with the 
Bhagavatas coming to worship the Lord. 3 

Tirumangai Alvar has devoted two decads (II.6 and VII.4) to 
glorify the greatness of the Bhagavatas . He considers them greater 
than the nitya-suris and would ever cherish to see them, think 
of them and move with them. 4 He regards them as his masters 
and worthy of worship. 5 Periyalvar also speaks highly about the 
devotees of God. In one of the decads, while condemning those 
who do not show respect to such devotees, he goes to the extent 
of saying that these persons have the right even to sell him. 6 

Thus, we find in the hymns of the Alvars a fuller presentation 
of the theory of Bhdgavata-sesatva with an added emphasis. 
Though this concept can be traced to a few statements in the 
Itihdsas and Vaisnava Puranas, the credit of developing it into a 
doctrine goes to the Alvars. The teachings of the Alvars on this 
subject have definitely influenced Ramanuja and the Vaisnava 
Acaryas of later period who have adopted it as an important 
theory of Vaisnavism. 


1. TVM vm.10.1 to 3 and 5. 

2. Perumal Tirumoli II.2. 

3. Ibid. rV.8 and 9. 

Cp. BP aham kadambo bhuydsam kundovd yamuna tate 
dsdmaho caranarenu jusdmaham sydm 
vmddvane kimapi gulmalatausadhlndm. 

4. PTM Vin. 4.1 to 9. 

5. Ibid. II.6.2 to 9. 

6. PeriTM IV.4.10 adiydrhal entammai virkavum peruvarhale. 



Chapter 5 


THE DOCTRINE OF SADHANA 


The hymns of the Alvars which are primarily devoted to sing 
the glory of God have also accorded importance to the religious 
discipline to be pursued for the attainment of God. If God- 
realization is considered as the supreme goal of life (parama- 
purusdrtha), it would be necessary to know the ways and means 
of achieving it. The Alvars have, therefore, included in their 
teachings the methods to be adopted by an individual to attain 
the highest spiritual goal. Their views on the subject are scat¬ 
tered in the hymns. We shall attempt to present them in a 
consolidated form and evaluate their influence on Ramanuja and 
his successors. 

The term sadhana is used in Vedanta for the means ( updya ) to 
be pursued by an aspirant for moksa (mumuksu) to realize 
Brahman. The third part of the Veddnta-sutra known as 
sddhanadhydya is devoted to the discussion of this subject. 
According to Samkara, jhana or the spiritual knowledge of 
Brahman generated by the study of the Upanisads ( sravana ), 
repeated reflection over what is learnt (manana) and 
contemplation (nididhydsana) is the direct means to moksa. For 
Ramanuja it is the knowledge of Brahman culminating in the 
unceasing loving meditation on Brahman (updsand) that leads to 
moksa. This is also known as bhakti-yoga as explained in the 
Bhagavadgitd . Prapatti or the complete surrender of one's self to 
God as the sole refuge is also laid down as an alternative, easier 
means to moksa for those who do not possess the capacity and 
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the requisite eligibility to observe bhakti-yoga. 

I. The Views of Nammalvar on Sddhana 
In accordance with the teachings of the Upanisads and the 
Bhagavadgita Nammalvar upholds bhakti-yoga as the means of 
attaining God. He also lays emphasis on the absolute self-sur¬ 
render to God (prapatti) as a direct means of God-realization. 
The fact that he himself observed prapatti at the feet of the Lord 
Srinivasa (the presiding Deity of Tirumalai) 1 indicates his pref¬ 
erence for prapatti, as an easier alternative to the arduous bhakti- 
yoga . In either case the grace of God {arui in Tamil) is accorded 
overriding importance. 

Though the hymns of the Alvars do not present the details 
of either the doctrine of bhakti-yoga or prapatti as the Vaisnava 
treatises of later period do, they refer to the different methods 
of worship ( bhajana ) purely for the pleasure of God and the 
observance of certain religious duties along with the cultivation 
of non-attachment to worldly pleasures which are all subsidiary 
(ahga) to bhakti-yoga . They also mention some of the components 
(ahgas) of prapatti and its observance as a means to moksa. On 
the basis of these details, we can determine the views of the 
Alvars on the nature of sddhana for moksa . 

In the very opening hymn of the Tiruvdymoli, Nammalvar 
refers to the divine service as a means to spiritual goal. 2 The 
Tamil word used here is toludal which means in Sanskrit namana 
or namaskdra . The fuller implication of this term, as explained 
by the commentators, is the performance of bhakti-yoga since 
namaskdra is an essential feature of it as stated in the Bhagavadgita . 3 
It also means, as some commentators have stated, Sesavrtti or 
divine service which in a broad sense covers bhakti-yoga. The 
word namah in a technical sense also stands for prapatti or 
surrender of oneself to God, as explained in the Ahirbudhnya 
Samhitd . 4 

The second decad of the first centum of the Tiruvdymoli is 
primarily devoted to teach the ways and means of attaining 


1. See TVM VI.10.10. 

2. Ibid. 1.1.1 Sudaradi toludu elu ... 

3. BG IX.34 manmand bhava madbhakto madydji math namaskuru... . 

4. See Ahirbudhnya Samhitd XXXVII.38. 
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God. Here Nammalvar advocates the surrender of one's self to 
God by the renouncement of attachment towards all worldly 
objects. 1 In a later hymn of the same decad he states that one 
should seek the feet of Narayana. 2 Prima facie, the hymns in this 
decad do not indicate specifically whether bhakti-yoga is the means 
to moksa or whether self-surrender ( prapatti ) is the means to it. 
Naturally, some commentators have taken the view that 
Nammalvar is advocating bhakti-yoga as a means to attain God, 
while others feel that the emphasis is in favour of prapatti. Another 
interpretation is that Nammalvar refers to both bhakti-yoga and 
prapatti as means to moksa but either of the discipline may be 
adopted in accordance with one's capacity and eligibility. If we 
go by the authoritative commentary of Pillan, who is the direct 
disciple of Ramanuja, the Alvar teaches in this decad bhakti-yoga 
as a means to God-realization, whereas self-surrender mentioned 
here is to be adopted as an aid (ahga) to it along with non¬ 
attachment to worldly objects (' vairagya ). 3 

In a later part of the Tiruvaymoli , Nammalvar states explicitly 
that bhakti-yoga is the means to attain God. The relevant hymn 
reads: 

The feet of Damodara (the Supreme Lord) is the only goal 
to be attained ( sdrve) by those who follow the path of bhakti 
( tavaneri ). 4 

Nammalvar here uses the Tamil word tavaneri , which is the 
equivalent of the Sanskrit word tapomdrga. Tapas in the present 
context is understood as bhakti. In one of the hymns, 5 Nammalvar 
himself uses the word tavaneri along with vanakkudai which means 
the path of tapas associated with namana (vanakku) or salutation 
to God. In the context of the teaching of the Gita, to which this 
particular hymn refers, it implies bhakti-yoga as the pathway for 
the attainment of God. Both Pillan and the author of Idu support 
this interpretation. 


1. TVM 1.2.1 vldumin murravum viduSeydu ummuyir 

vtdudaiydnidai mdu Seymino. 

2. TVM 1.2.10 ndranan tinkalal here. 

3. See Pillan AP 1.2.1. 

4. TVM X.4.1 kdrve tavanerikku ddmodaran tdlhal... 

5. TVM 1.3.5 vanakkudaittavaneri vdininru. 
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The word tavaneri is also interpreted in favour of prapatti 
because nydsa (same as prapatti) is regarded as a distinctive type 
of tapas in the Taittiriya Narayana Upanisad . ] But in the context 
of the teaching contained in this particular hymn, it would be 
more appropriate to take the view as supported by Pillan and 
others in favour of bhakti-mdrga. 

In a later decad, Nammalvar teaches specifically that one 
should meditate on the feet of Tirunarayana without any delay. 1 2 
The word cintana used in this hymn means dhydna or meditation 
and it implies the observance of updsana or bhakti-yoga. 

The mystic experience of God and His glory is the dominant 
theme of Tiruvaymoli. A large number of the hymns refer to the 
blissful experience of the mystic saint when he is in communion 
(samslesa) with God. Similarly, several decads portray the an¬ 
guish of the mystic when he is separated from God ( vislesa ). Both 
these states are the manifestations of para-bhakti or the perfected 
state of bhakti arising from the unceasing meditation on God 
with loving devotion. 3 Such a mystic experience of God indicates 
that Nammalvar accepts bhakti-yoga as the means to moksa. 

The advocacy of bhakti-yoga as sddhana for moksa is not to be 
construed to mean that Nammalvar does not teach the theory 
of prapatti or absolute self-surrender to God as an alternative 
means to moksa. Tradition regards him with high esteem as the 
prapannajana-kutastha or the leader of the prapannas. He was the 
foremost among the Vaisnava Saints and Acaryas to show the 
alternative path to moksa by himself resorting to prapatti. There 
are sufficient number of hymns in the Tiruvaymoli emphasising 
the observance of Sarandgati or prapatti for attaining God. Thus 
in one of the hymns, Nammalvar says explicitly that God is the 
sole protector for all those who seek His feet as the sole refuge 
and He will confer Vaikuntha to them soon after death. 4 In 
another decad devoted to emphasise the fact that the Supreme 
Lord is the.sole refuge ( raksaka ), Nammalvar advocates sarandgati 
as the sure way of attaining Him. The relevant hymn states: 


1. TNUp 147 tasmdt nydsamesam tapasam-atiriktam-dhuh. 

2. TVM IV. 1.1 tirundranan tdl kdlampera cintittu uymind. 

3. See Chapter 7, pp. 153-57. 

4. See TVM IX.10.5 Saranamdhum tanatdl'adaintdTkku ellam, 

maratwmdnal vaikuntham kodukkum-piran... 
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No one other than Lord Kannan is the refuge. He took birth 
in Mathura to reveal this truth. . . . Surrender unto His feet 
yourself and all that belongs to you without any hesitation 
because everything belongs to Him. 1 

More importantly, in the tenth decad of Vlth centum 
Nammalvar himself observes prapatti at the feet of the Lord 
Srinivasa, the area deity at Tirumalai for attaining the cherished 
spiritual goal. While this fact is evident in the hymn, the ques¬ 
tion is raised by some modern scholars whether prapatti is 
performed as a ritual act for moksa as conceived in the later 
Vaisnava treatises. 2 The basis for this doubt seems to be that all 
the components of Sarandgati are not explicitly indicated in the 
hymn to claim it as a complete prapatti for moksa. The Pancaratra 
treatises describe Sarandgati as a sixfold ethico-religious disci¬ 
pline. It comprises five subsidiary components {ahgas) and the 
principal act of self-surrender ( ahgi ). 3 The hymn which speaks 
of the observance of self-surrender by Nammalvar mentions 
only the ananya-Saratiatva or not having any other refuge than 
God. Thus says Nammalvar: 

I (the humble dependent on God) who has no other means 
take refuge totally at Thy feet. 4 

However, this hymn read along with the other hymns in 
general and the two phrases in particular used in it viz., puhal 
ilia (ananya-Sarana) and puhundu (prapadye) do imply all the other 
components of Saranagati. 5 That such a Saranagati is performed 
for moksa or doing the nitya-kainkarya in the paramapada is also 
obvious from the concluding hymns of the last decad of the 
tenth centum, where the Alvar prays for total liberation from 
bondage and an eternal communion with God. The fact that he 
himself performed prapatti for moksa establishes beyond any doubt 


1. TVM IX. 1.10 kanmnallal illai karufir toran... 

2. See R.D. Kaylor and K.K.A. Venkatachari, God Tar and God Near, p. 66. 
See also John Carman, The Tamil Veda , p. 119. 

3. See p. 154. 

4. TVM VI.10.10 puhal onru ilia adiyen unnadiktil amamdu puhundeni. 

5. See Jdu VI.10.10. 
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that Nammalvar acknowledges it as an alternative means to 
moksa, besides bhakti-yoga. As will be shown later, the doctrine 
of prapatti which is a distinctive tenet of Vaisnavism finds full 
support in the Tiruvaymoli and also in the poems of the other 
Alvars which are the earliest extant Vaisnava works. 

II. The Theory of Bhakti-yoga 

We may now examine the nature of bhakti-yoga as conceived by 
Nammalvar. The V eddnta-sutra is the most important work that 
discusses the various types of updsands or vidyas enjoined by the 
Upanisads as sddhana for Brahman-realization. It also speaks of 
the prerequisites to be fulfilled for performing meditation on 
Brahman. The Bhagavadgxtd explains in detail the various fea¬ 
tures of bhakti-yoga , which according to Ramanuja is the same 
as updsana enjoined in the Upanisads. Bhakti-yoga is the direct 
means to moksa , whereas karma-yoga and jhdna-yoga referred to 
in the Gita serve as subsidiary to it. 

According to the Bhagavadgxtd, as interpreted by Ramanuja, 
bhakti-yoga as a spiritual discipline (sddhana) for moksa comprises 
not only karma-yoga and jhdna-yoga as its subsidiary (ahga) but 
it also includes the development of vairdgya or non-attachment 
to worldly objects by achieving complete control over sense 
organs including mind along with the observance of varndframa- 
dharma . These are the preliminary requisites for the practice of 
both jhdna-yoga as well as bhakti-yoga. The bhakti-yoga, in a broad 
sense, covers the astahga-yoga or the eightfold ethico-religious 
discipline of Pdtahjala-yoga. But Nammalvar does not present all 
these details in the Tiruvaymoli . However, there are several hymns 
in which he refers to the different features of bhakti-yoga. In one 
of the hymns, he says that he attained right in this birth and in 
a short duration the fruit of the arduous penance ( tapas ) normally 
to be achieved by observing the spiritual disciplines over several 
epochs. 1 The term tavam (Tamil word for tapas) referred here is 
interpreted as bhagavadanubhava or God-realization which is the 
goal of penance. The epithet enaiyuli used with the word tavam 
imply that such a penance is to be performed over a long period 
(u[i literally means epoch). The words kurikkol jhdnahgal are in- 


1. TVM II3.8 kurikkol jnanahgalal enaiyuli ieytavamum... 
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terpreted as jndna in the form of nididhydsana preceded by sravana 
and manana including the observance of yama, niyama etc. 1 Pillan 
interprets it as bhakti-yoga preceded by karma-yoga and jhdna- 
yoga. The word jndna used in plural implies all the various vidyds 
or updsands. 2 3 

Elsewhere Nammalvar, while seeking refuge in God, pleads 
that he has not performed any rituals ( nonbu ) and he also does 
not possess the subtle knowledge of the self ( nunnarivu)? All the 
commentators interpret the terms rituals ( nonbu ) and jndna (arivu) 
as karma-yoga and jhdna-yoga respectively and by implication, 
bhakti-yoga as well. Considering the context of the hymn, it is 
clear that Nammalvar is expressing his utter inability to observe 
the prescribed sadhana for God-realization in the form of bhakti- 
yoga aided by karma-yoga and jhdna-yoga. 

In one more hymn, Nammalvar speaks in a similar strain: 

I have not got rid of the sins that cause suffering; nor have 
I performed unceasing meditation on your feet. 4 

Sins refer to the beginningless karma firmly associated with 
the jiva and its removal is effected only through the observance 
of karma-yoga and jhdna-yoga. The unceasing meditation on the 
feet of God refers to bhakti-yoga. In view of this, Pillan explains 
that this hymn speaks of the inability of Nammalvar to observe 
the karma-yoga , jhdna-yoga and bhakti-yoga. All these statements 
reveal that Nammalvar acknowledges that bhakti-yoga as aided 
by karma-yoga and jhdna-yoga as taught in the Gita, is the direct 
sadhana for moksa. 

The Tiruvdymolj as well as the other Prabandhams do not contain 
the details regarding the practice of bhakti-yoga. They, however, 
cover adequately its important features and certain easy meth¬ 
ods of worship. As stated in one significant verse of the 
Bhagavqdgita, the essential features ( svarupa ) of bhakti-yoga are: 
(a) unceasing meditation on God (manana), (b) worship of God 
in all possible ways iyajana), (c) divine service such as salutation 


1. See Idu II.3.8. 

2. See &> 11.3.8. sadvidya daharavidyadibheddt bahuvacanam. 

3. TVM V.7.1 norra-ndnbilen nunnarivu Hen .... 
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(namana)} The Bhdgavata Purdna mentions nine modes of bhakti 
which subserve bhakti-yoga. 1 2 These are: sravana, listening to the 
glory of God, klrtana, singing His glory, smarana, contemplation 
on His greatness, padasevana , divine service, arcana , offering 
flowers with recitation of His names, vandana, prostrating before 
God, ddsya, feeling the utter dependence on God, sakhya , friendly 
disposition towards God and dtma-nivedana, surrendering one¬ 
self to God. The three features of bhakti-yoga mentioned in the 
Gita and the nine modes of worship referred to in the Bhdgavata 
are fully covered in the hymns of the Alvars. 

In the decad which teaches bhakti-yoga , Nammalvar emphasises 
the importance of yajana or worship of God. He says: 

In accordance with the teachings of the sacred texts one 
should develop the concentration of mind and focus it on 
Madhavan ( Sriyahpati ) and offer worship daily to Him with 
fresh flowers, incense, light and water; this is the only way 
open to the devotees to attain God. 3 

In another hymn devoted to teach the easy manner of pro¬ 
pitiating God, the Alvar advises to serve Him with pure water, 
bum incense and offer any flower that is easily available. 4 5 The 
material chosen by the devotee may be trifle but the same, if 
offered to God with devotion and without any selfish purpose 
purely for the pleasure of God will be acceptable to Him with 
great delight as is stated in the Bhagavadgitd* Elsewhere, he 
commends the worship of God in the same manner as the 
Bhdgavatas (God's devotees) and other enlightened individuals 


1. See BG IX.34 manmand bhava madbhakto madydji 

mam namaskuru; mamevaisyasi 
yuktvaivam-dtmdnam matpardyanah . 

2. BP VII.5.23 iravanam Jdrtanam visnoh smaranam pddasevanam; 

arcanum vandanam ddsyam sakhyam-dtmanivedanam 
iti pumsdrpitd visnau bhaktticen-navalaksana... 

The nine forms of bhakti (nava-laksam bhakti) do not constitute bhakti-yoga, but 
on the other hand, they serve as aids to it. 

See the commentary of Veeraraghaviya on this verse. 

3. TVM X.4.10 ’vakaiyal matiam onri mddhavanai 

nalum pukatydl vilakkdl pudumalardl 
rtirdl... tahaiydn iaranam tamarkalku dr parre. 

4. TVM 1.6.1 parivadil ttanai padi, rnnnvr tuy, purivatuvum pukai puve . 

5. BG IX.26. 
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by offering worship to Acyutan (God) with flowers, incense, 
sandal-paste and water and by reciting the Vedic hymns 1 with¬ 
out deviating from the prescribed bhakti-mdrga. 

Manam or the contemplation on the glory of God is the second 
important feature of bhakti-yoga. It is the same as dhydna or 
meditation on God. Nammalvar makes pointed references to it. 
While emphasising the permanent eternal character of God as 
supreme goal {parama-purusdrtha ), he advocates that one should 
without delay live a religious life by meditating on the feet of 
the Lord Tirunarayana. 2 In another hymn he says that he im¬ 
planted God in his mind permanently with the desire to have 
His vision. 3 He advises the devotees to meditate ( ninaimin ) on 
the Supreme Lord and worship Him with fragrant flowers. 4 The 
word ninaimin means ceaseless meditation with loving devotion 
(prltipurvaka-dhydna) which is the same as bhakti-yoga . 

Pdda-sevana, which is the same as namaskdra referred in the 
Gita finds equal emphasis in the hymns of the Alvars. In a direct 
way Nammalvar advocates that in order to cross the ocean of 
bondage one should bow one's head to the feet of the Lord. 5 6 7 In 
another hymn, he addresses his own mind to offer salutation 
to the feet of the presiding Deity of Tiruvattar* (a pilgrim centre 
in Kerala). The salutation to the feet of the Lord is understood 
in its broad sense as Sesa-vrtti or the devoted service to be ren¬ 
dered by an individual to God. The term generally employed 
by the Alvars to denote it is toXudu. In several hymns, he teaches 
that one should live a religious life by doing divine service with 
bhakti? This helps to overcome bondage by getting rid of all 
evils. 8 In this connection he asserts that what he teaches is true. 9 

From the foregoing analysis of the hymns, it may be observed 
that the different features of bhakti-yoga have been presented in 


1. TVM^.2.9. 

2. TVM IV. 1.1 tirunaramn taj kdlamperaccintittu uymino. 

3. TVM IX.4.6 unrtai kanakkarudi en nenjattu iruttaha iruttinen. 

4. TVM X.5.10 §unai nan-malarittu, ninaimin nediydne. 

5. TVM 1.6.7 talhal talaiyil vanahgi, ndlkadalai kalimine. 

6. TVM X.6.1 m madanenje vdttdrrdn adi vanahge. 

7. TVM DC.10.1 mdlai nanni to[udu elumino vinaikeda... 

See also V.2.9 mevittoludu uymimrhal... 

8. TVM IX.10.8 aniyandhum tanatdl adaindarkelldm, 

piniyum Sara piravi keduttu alum. 

9. TVM X.2.3 tlrum ndyvinaihalelldm tinnam ndm ariyac connom. 
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the Tiruvdymoli . The practice of bhakti-yoga for the purpose of 
attaining God is to be preceded by vairdgya or non-attachment 
to worldly objects. Nammalvar, therefore, exhorts the devotees 
to renounce everything in the universe other than God. 1 This is 
an essential requirement even for jhdna-yoga, because as long as 
the sense organs are attached to worldly pleasures, the concen¬ 
tration of mind and unceasing meditation either on the jlvatman 
or Faramdtman is well nigh impossible. If one realises the tran¬ 
sitory character of worldly pleasures as compared to the eternal 
bliss of God, it becomes easy to develop the spirit of non-attach¬ 
ment. The root cause of bondage is the false notion of ego 
(ahamkdra) and mineness (mamakdra). This is to be totally up¬ 
rooted by realizing the truth that the individual self is the prop¬ 
erty of the Supreme Lord. Nammalvar emphatically asserts that 
unless one renounces all the attachments to the worldly objects, 
it is not possible to attain God. 2 

Besides bhakti-yoga as taught in the Bhagavadgitd, , Nammalvar 
also mentions the easy methods of worship such as ndma- 
sahkirtana , arcana , vandand and smarana referred to in the Bhdgavata 
Purdna. He often lays greater emphasis on the easy methods of 
worship than the arduous bhakti-yoga. The relevant hymns and 
the comments of Pillan thereon give the impression that the 
former are the substitutes for the latter. On careful study of the 
Alvar's hymns against the background of the teachings of the 
Upanisad and also Bhagavadgitd on sadhana, as interpreted by 
Ramanuja, we can notice the difference between the two. The 
bhakti-yoga is a rigorous religio-spiritual discipline ( sadhana ) to 
be practised for the lifetime until the moksa is attained along with 
the prescribed karma-yoga and jhdna-yoga including the scrupu¬ 
lous observance of varndsrama-dharma. The easy methods of 
worship which do not require any such requirements cannot, 
therefore, become the substitute for bhakti-yoga. They are in¬ 
tended to promote bhakti in a devotee to enable him to under¬ 
take the prescribed sadhana for moksa. They do not serve as 
direct means to moksa. Both the Alvars and the commentators 


1. TVM 1.1.1 vxdumin murravurh... 

2. TVM VII.2.8 kadaiyara patangal vittapimiai anri avan avai kdnkodan. 
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are aware of this difference between easy modes of bhakti and 
bhakti-yoga 3 

III. The Theory of Prapatti 

We may now examine the views of Nammalvar on the doctrine 
of self-surrender ( sarandgati ) as a direct means to moksa. 
Nammalvar is regarded by tradition as prapannajana-kiitastha or 
the leader of the prapannas. All commentators on Tiruvaymolj 
are of the opinion that he advocates prapatti as a means to moksa 
and that he himself performed it. There is no evidence in the 
Tiruvaymoli to prove that he observed the bhakti-yoga as a sadhana 
for the purpose of attaining moksa. As he was bom as a yogi 
blessed with para-bhaktp which is the higher state of bhakti, there 
was no need for him to practice bhakti-yoga. He himself says in 
more than one place that he did not observe either karma-yoga 
or jhdna-yoga or even bhakti-yoga. Another important reason for 
his not observing bhakti-yoga is that he was not eligible for it on 
the ground of his caste. According to the Upanisadic teaching 
only persons born in the first three castes—Brahmana, Ksatriya 
and Vaisya—are eligible and since Nammalvar was bom in sudra 
caste though a saint was ineligible for it. However, all individu¬ 
als are potentially eligible for moksa . Since Nammalvar was an 
ardent aspirant for moksa, he resorted to the pathway of prapatti 
( prapatti-mdrga ) which is open to all irrespective of caste and 
creed. Besides non-eligibility on the ground of caste, he ardently 
yearned to attain moksa without any delay in this very life. This 
is evident from the hymns in which he expresses the impatience 
to wait longer for attaining God. According to the doctrine 
of prapatti, the unbearability to wait for a long period (kdlaksepdksa- 
matva) is one of the eligibility requirements for prapatti. 

Though he did not practice it as a sadhana, he adopted the 
various modes of bhakti for the purpose of experiencing the 
glory of God and rendering divine service as a goal in itself 
(purusartha). As rightly observed by the author of the Idu, in 
reply to a query whether Nammalvar is a prapanna or bhakti-yogi, 


1. See Pillan, AP 1.6.1. 

2. TVM 1.1.1 matinalam arulinan yavan avan. 
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it is said that he is a prapanna who performed prapatti but adopted 
bhakti as a way of life (dehayatrd). 1 This is evident from the 
numerous spontaneous out-pourings conveying his anguish when 
separated from God ( vislesa) and his joy of experience, while in 
communion with God (samslesa). The several facets of mystic 
experience of Nammalvar are nothing but external manifestation 
of different aspects of bhakti observed for the purpose of ren¬ 
dering divine service purely for the pleasure of God and not as 
a sadhana for achieving any specific goal. 2 

We may now consider whether Nammalvar observed prapatti 
as a ritual act for moksa. The philosophy of prapatti is based on 
two principles: (1) that God as the Supreme Being ( Sarvesvara ) 
endowed with the attributes such as compassion (daya), omni¬ 
science (sarvajhyatva) and omnipotence (sarvasaktitva), is the sole 
refuge ( saranya ) for those desirous of escaping bondage and 
attaining God; (2) that the individual souls caught up in the 
ocean of bondage from the time immemorial is utterly incapable 
of resorting to any means other than Him to overcome bondage. 
These two points are manifestly brought out in the hymns. 
Nammalvar repeatedly emphasises the fact that the Supreme 
Being is the sole refuge. Thus he says: 

Oh Lord of the eternal souls. Thou has vouchsafed unto 
me your feet as my sole refuge. 3 

Elsewhere he states as a message to the people: "Take note 
that there is no other refuge than His feet." 4 

More specifically he points out that the feet of the Lord is the 
supreme goal for those following the religious discipline (either 
bhakti-mdrga or sarandgati). 5 

According to the doctrine of prapatti , as explained in the 


1. See Idu 1.1.1 dlvar prapattnar, bhakti ivarukku dehayatra visesam. 

2. In Vaisnava Theology, bhakti is conceived in two ways: sddhana-bhakti and 
phala-bhakti. When bhakti is adopted as a sadhana for moksa, it is known as 
sddhana-bhakti or updya-bhakti. When the same is observed for rendering divine 
service purely for the pleasure of God, as in the state of moksa , it is regarded 
as phala-bhakti or more correctly phalarupa-bhakti. 

3. TVM V.7.10 dru enakku ninpddame Saranahat tandu olinday .. 

4. TVM VI.3.10 piran kalalhalanri marror kalaikan ilam kdnmirigale. 

5. TVM X.4.1 Saroe tavanerikku ddmodaran tdlhal. 
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Pancaratra treatises, there are special requirements to be fulfilled 
by an aspirant for moksa. The first one is known as akincanya or 
the absolute inability on the part of the individual to adopt any 
other updya for moksa such as bhakti-yoga aided with karma-yoga 
and jhdna-yoga. The second qualification needed is ananya-gatitva, 
that is, not having any other refuge than God. Nammalvar has 
not only referred to these two requirements but also exhibited 
the same when he himself adopts prapatti as a sadhana for moksa. 
In the 10th decad of sixth centum, which speaks of his perform¬ 
ing prapatti , he says that he is devoid of other means ( i puhalonru 
ilia adiyen). 1 When he states openly that he is incapable of ob¬ 
serving either karma-yoga or jhdna-yoga or bhakti-yoga. he exhibits 
his akincanya. The reference to the mythological episode of gajendra 
(the mythical elephant), who was rescued by the Lord from the 
clutches of the mythic crocodile is intended to illustrate the fact 
that those who solely seek the refuge of God is sure to be 
protected. 2 3 

Prapatti is a sixfold ethico-religious discipline. It comprises six 
components: (1) dnukulya-sankalpa, a determined will on the 
part of the aspirant to perform only such acts as would please 
God; (2) prat ikulya-varjana , to refrain from acts which would 
cause displeasure to God; (3) kdrpanya, the feeling of humility 
arising from the helplessness of an individual to resort to other 
means of salvation; (4) mahd-visvasa, . the absolute and unshak¬ 
able faith in God as the sole protector; (5) goptrtva-varana, to 
make a request to God seeking His protection; (6) and dtma- 
niksepa, entrusting the burden of protecting the individual self 
to the care of God along with an ardent prayer. The last one 
constitutes the principal component ( ahgi ), which consists in the 
mental act of actual surrendering of one's self to God, whereas 
the first five are the subsidiary components (i ahgas ) of prapatti} 
Though.the doctrine of prapatti with all the above details is not 
discussed in the Tiruvdymoh at one place, particularly in the 


1. TVM VI.10.10. 

2. TVM VII. 10.8 anri marru onru ilam nin sarane enru,... 

dnaiyin nehjidar tirta pirdn ... 

3. See for details Vaisnavism —Its Philosophy Theology and Religious 

Discipline , Chapter 13, pp. 269-74. 
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hymn related to the observance oiprapatti , we can find reference 
to them in various hymns in the sixth centum, the main theme 
of which is saranagati. As a God-intoxicated saint craving for 
the direct divine vision without a delay and as one who has 
unshakable faith in the protective power of God as evidenced 
in the hymns, the Alvar exhibits the first two arigas and also the 
fourth one. The repeated references to his ardent prayers to bless 
him with liberation from bondage reveal the third and fifth anga. 
Regarding the dtma-niksepa, which is the principal component, 
it is fully demonstrated in the manner in which Nammalvar 
totally surrenders his soul to the feet of God. It does not involve 
a physical transfer of the soul to God, since the soul is not a 
commodity. On the contrary, it implies the specific mental notion 
(buddhi-visesa) in the form of realization that the soul does not 
belong to oneself but it is the property of God. At the very outset 
in the second decad of first centum, Nammalvar teaches, while 
abandoning the attachment to the worldly objects, that one should 
surrender his soul to the Lord who is its real owner. 1 In inter¬ 
preting this hymn, Pillan explains the word samarpana or sur¬ 
rendering the soul, as the realization of the fact that the indi¬ 
vidual is the property of the Lord. 2 As Nammalvar himself says, 
all along one had developed the false notion that the soul is 
one's own due to the beginningless avidyd-karmai 3 and now with 
the dawn of spiritual knowledge one realizes the philosophic 
truth that the soul is the property of God and that it is, therefore, 
to be surrendered to Him since the individual is helpless in 
liberating it from the bondage. This is the true meaning of dtma- 
niksepa and this fact has been amply demonstrated by Nammalvar. 
As a saint he is sinless but often regards himself as sinner {pdviyen) 
which is an expression of modesty. He uses the word subser¬ 
vient (adiyen) to signify that as an individual he is utterly de¬ 
pendent on God, who is the Supreme Ruler. The mystic out 
pourings in the guise of a consort (ndyaki) of God also exhibits 


1. TVM 1.2.1 ummuyir vidudaiydnidai vidu-Seymine. 

2. Pil|an, AP 1.2.1 ivvdtmd avanukku sesamenru samvadikkai. 
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the idea of absolute dependence on God (paratantrya). Thus there 
is enough evidence in the Tiruvaymoli to uphold the view that 
Nammalvar performed prapatti for the purpose of attaining God. 

The question whether or not prapatti can confer moksa, is an¬ 
swered in one significant hymn. It says that for those who seek 
refuge at His feet, He is the saviour in all ways; soon after death 
He is the benefactor by way of conferring moksa. 1 While eluci¬ 
dating the meaning of this hymn, Pillan makes it clear that for 
those who seek the feet of the Lord, being unable to resort to 
bhakti-yoga , God stands as the sole protector in all possible ways 
and He is ready to grant them moksa either at that very moment 
or at the end of the present life when the physical bodv is cast 
off. 

We have discussed the doctrine of sadhana mostly on the basis 
of Nammalvar's Tiruvaymoli since this poem presents it in greater 
detail than the other prabandhams. The other Alvars too have 
acknowledged, either implicitly or explicitly that both bhakti 
and prapatti are the sadhanas for moksa. As God-intoxicated saints 
they have all accorded importance to the different modes of 
bhakti such as smarana, ndma-sahkirtana and arcana. Some have 
referred to the bhakti-yoga as the direct sadhana to attain God. 
Poygai, the earliest Alvar, states clearly that the ceaseless knowl¬ 
edge (aviydda jhdna), the performance of prescribed religious 
deeds (vilvi) and the cultivation of good virtues ( nalla aram) 
along with the control of the sense organs are the means to attain 
God. 2 This hymn implies that bhakti-yoga as aided by karma-yoga 
and jhdna-yoga is the sadhana for moksa. In another hymn, he 
emphasises the importance of jhdna, vairdgya and bhakti as means 
of God-realization. 3 He also exhorts the worship of God with 
flowers, incense, recitation of His names and other forms of 
divine service. 4 Both Putattalvar and Peyalvar advocate the 
meditation on the feet of the Lord after securing control of the 
mind and five sense organs as the means of attaining God. 5 

1. TVM IX.10.5 Sarawmahum tanatdl adaintarkku ellam, 

marammdml vaikuntham kodukkum piran. 

2. MTi 12 aviydda jnanamum velviyum nallaramum 

enpare emmdy tiinrdrku iyalvu. 

3. MTi 32. 

4. MTi 58. 

5. ITi 6, 26, 31 and 41. 

MunTi 12, 79 and 88. 
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Tirumalisai Alvar also states explicitly that only those who focus 
their mind on the Supreme Lord and meditate continuously 
with loving devotion would attain vaikuntha without delay. 1 The 
remaining Alvars have indirectly hinted the practice of bhakti- 
yoga. There is no indication in their poems whether or not they 
actually practised bhakti-yoga as a sddhana for moksa. Since they 
were all blessed by God with parabhakti, which is the higher state 
of bhakti, there was thus no need for them to observe bhakti-yoga 
as a sddhana. Bhakti, was however, adopted by them as a goal 
in itself (purusdrtha) for rendering divine service purely for the 
pleasure of God. 

If bhakti-yoga was not practised as a sddhana , the question 
arises as to whether they observed prapatti for attaining moksa. 
Obviously they would have followed the prapatti-mdrga, since 
according to Vaisnavism this is the only alternative means to 
moksa. Except Tirumangai Alvar, Poygai, Periyalvar and 
Kulasekharan, the other Alvars do not mention explicitly that 
they actually performed prapatti as a ritual act, as is stated by 
Nammalvar. However, there are a large number of hymns in 
which they emphasise that the Supreme Being is the sole refuge 
and that they have no other means to attain God. All the Alvars 
plead that they are totally dependent on God and that they are 
incapable of helping themselves to escape from the ocean of 
bondage. These statements reflect the two important eligibility 
requirements for prapatti viz., dkihcanya and ananyagatitva. As 
explained earlier, Nammalvar uses these terms in the hymn 
covering his sarandgati at the feet of the Lord of Tirumalai. 2 Both 
Alavandar and Ramanuja use the same expressions in connec¬ 
tion with the prapatti observed by them. 3 On the basis of these 
facts, it may be inferred that all the other Alvars not only ad¬ 
vocated the path of prapatti but also adopted it for themselves. 
Thus, Poygai Alvar states that if one were to get rid of the sins 


1. NanTi 79. 

2. See TVM VI.10.10. 

3. See Stotraratna, akificano ananyagatih iaranyah tvatpada 
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and afflictions totally, one should seek the refuge of God. 1 
Periyalvar advocates prapatti as a direct means to moksa 2 and 
emphasises that none other than God is the sole refuge. 3 He also 
states that he has surrendered his soul to God. 4 KulaSekharalvar 
pleads that there is none whom he could approach for a refuge 
other than the feet of God. 5 

Tirumangai Alvar, who has contributed the largest number 
of poems, presents a clearer account of prapatti. According to the 
Vaisnava Acaryas, the Periya Tirumoli is an exposition of 
sarandgati. In several hymns addressed to the area deities at the 
religious centres, he states explicitly that he surrenders himself 
to the feet of the Lord. Thus, in the decad devoted to sing the 
glory of Naimisaranya (a religious centre in Uttar Pradesh), he 
repeatedly says: 

O Lord of Naimisaranya, I surrender myself to your feet 
(un tiruvadi adainden naimisaranyattul enddy). 6 

In each hymn, he expresses his deep repentence over the evil 
deeds performed in his early life, seeks God as the sole saviour 
and submits himself to His feet along with the prayer for pro¬ 
tection. These hymns reveal that he observed sdriga-prapatti or 
the self-surrender with all the requisite components. 

Similarly in another decad addressed to the Lord of 
Tiruvengada, Tirumangai Alvar speaks of self-surrender as the 
only means of obtaining the vision of God. He says: 

O Lord, who resides in the Tirumalai surrounded with 
bamboo trees and creepers with fragrant flowers, I wasted 
my life by developing attachment to parents, wife, children 
and relatives; I have now come to you as a humble servant 
and with the sole purpose of securing your vision. I 
surrender to your feet. Tliou should accept me out of your 
compassion and enable me to render you service. 7 


1. MTi 59 adamda aruvinaiyoduallal noy pavam. 

midaindavai mlndoliyauendil... tanvil amkai vaittan iaran. 
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In the same strain he pleads: 

I have passed through several births of high and low but 
I have not found any happiness. Nor have I done any 
meritorious deeds. As one who has undergone suffering I 
seek your feet. Thou should accept me with compassion to 
enable me to offer service exclusively to you. 1 

In a more pathetic way he states: 

O Mayan/ Madhava, the Lord of Tiruvengada, I have 
nothing to fall upon (support myself); I have only done evil 
deeds and become a worst sinner; I know of no other means 
to save myself; 1 have now approached you as one solely 
dependent on you. You should with compassion accept 
me. 2 

In the subsequent decad (1.10), he prays to the Lord to remove 
all the obstacles standing in his way and bless him with the 
opportunity of rendering eternal divine service (i nitya-kaihkarya ), 
which is the supreme goal of life. These hymns reveal without 
any shadow of doubt the importance of sarandgati taught by 
Tirumahgai Alvar for attaining God. 

Nammalvar has preferred the prapatti-mdrga to the arduous 
bhakti-mdrga, by himself observing the former. Tirumahgai Alvar 
has expressed his preference to it by directly advising the as¬ 
pirants seeking moksa without delay not to torture their body by 
following rigorous penance (tapas) but to take recourse to the 
easy alternative method of seeking the refuge of the Supreme 
Lord. In the decad devoted to sing the glory of Cittirakutam, 
a pilgrim centre in South, he exhorts the people who desire to 
attain paramapada in the following words: 

Do not practise the severe penance (tapas) by torturing the 
five sense organs and by burning the flesh of the physical 
body to all possible extent; on the contrary, proceed to 
Cittirakutam and seek the feet of the Lord residing there. 3 

In another hymn he says: 


1. PTM 1.9.4. 
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You do not have to observe the penance by eating only dry 
jungle fruits and leaves, by inhaling the hot air and standing 
at the centre of five consecrated fires {pancagni); on the 
contrary, you proceed to Cittirakutam which is inhabited 
by the orthodox Vedic scholars engaged in the recitation 
of the Vedas and the performance of Vedic rituals. 1 

Realizing the hardship involved in the practice of arduous 
bhakti-yoga and the long period of waiting to attain the spiritual 
goal, Tirumangai Alvar advocates the observance of the easier 
alternative path of saranagati. One other important reason for the 
advocacy of prapatti is the realization of the protective power 
(raksakatva ) of God and His compassion {arul) out of which He 
readily responds to the devotees who seek His refuge. This point 
is exhibited in one of the decads (V.8) devoted to sing the glory 
of the Lord Ranganatha. In this decad Tirumangai Alvar refers 
to several Puranic episodes, which narrate the manner in which 
God willingly and readily showered His grace and protection. 
Some of the classic examples cited here are the manner in which 
God-incamate Rama embraced Guha, the hunter, unmindful of 
his status; the way the mythic Gajendra was rescued from the 
clutches of the crocodile; the way Lord Rama expressed his 
gratitude to Hanumana with an embrace; the protection extended 
to Markandeya to escape death and a few other incidents. By 
citing these episodes, Tirumangai Alvar says: 

I seek your feet, because I am convinced that you would 
never let down a devotee who pray for your protection. 

Keeping in mind this noble quality of the Supreme Lord, the 
Alvar exhorts the easy method of self-surrender for attaining the 
spiritual goal. 2 

IV. Divine Grace and Sadhana 

Thus, it may be observed that both bhakii and prapatti are ad¬ 
vocated by the Alvars as two alternative direct means to attain 
the supreme goal. Prapatti is intended for-those who are not 


1. TM III.2.2. 

2. See PTM V.8.3 arindu utt adiyanenum vandu adtyittai adaindett... 
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eligible for bhakti-yoga and who do not possess the capacity to 
observe other sadhanas such as karma , jndna and bhakti. Whatever 
may be the spiritual discipline to be pursued for the attainment 
of God, the grace of God (arul or krpd) is reckoned as an im¬ 
portant factor. Nammalvar accords a greater significance to the 
unconditioned krpd of God. In a characteristic way he says: 

I have not performed any good deeds in the past that 
would take me to you. Nor have I refrained from evil 
deeds. I have strayed away from you by indulging in sensual 
pleasures of transitory character. Thou great Lord who is 
the creator of millions of souls, it would not be too much 
for you to redeem me and secure for me your feet. 1 

In another hymn he appeals to God: 

Oh Lord, what can I do and who shall be my protector? 
What indeed do you propose to do with me? I do net crave 
for means other than you. 2 

The other Alvars also stress the importance of God's grace 
for overcoming the bondage. Thus Tirumarigai Alvar in the con¬ 
cluding verse of the Periya Tirumoli pleads in a pathetic way 
seeking the arul of God to escape from the ocean of bondage 
(undo adiyerku aruldy un arule ). 3 4 Though bhakti-yoga and prapatti 
are taught as sadhanas for moksa, the Alvars feel that such means 
by themselves cannot secure it. Hence they invoke the grace of 
God. 

The emphasis laid down on divine grace raises the question 
whether grace alone without the observance of the prescribed 
sddhana can secure moksa. The Mundaka Upanisad states that God 
is the causeway ( sethu ) for immortality (amrta)} The Katha 
Upanisad expresses the same truth in a different way when it 
says that God is attained only by those whom He choses 


1 . tvm m. 2 . 6 . 

2. TVM V.8.3 enndn Seyken ydre kalaikan 

ennai en Seyhimdy, unnal alldl 
yavardlum onrum kuraivenden^. 

3. PTM XI.8.9. 

4. MUp 0.2.5 amrtasya esa setuh. 



(yamaivesa vrnute term labhyah). 1 2 These statements as interpreted 
by Ramanuja do not imply that grace alone is the cause of moksa 
without the observance of the prescribed sadhana. On the con¬ 
trary, bhakti or prapatti is required to be observed as enjoined 
in the Scripture, in order to earn His grace, which in the last 
resort confers the supreme goal ( tasya ca vaslkaranam tat 
saranagatireva)} If the relevant hymns of the Alvars are under¬ 
stood in the iight of the explanation offerred by Ramanuja, they 
convey the idea that divine grace alone without the observance 
of sadhana cannot be the means to moksa. This view is substan¬ 
tiated by the fact that the Alvars have advocated both bhakti-yoga 
and prapatti as sadhana for the attainment of God. They them¬ 
selves have also observed prapatti as a ritualistic act. As ex¬ 
plained in an earlier chapter, the jiva, though dependent on God 
(paratantra) is endowed with the capacity to perform the deeds 
enjoined by the Sacred texts. 3 The individual seeking moksa is, 
therefore, required to observe the prescribed sadhana , while the 
fruit of such an endeavour (phala) is finally conferred by the 
grace of God, as the Veddnta-sutra says. 4 As explained by Vedanta 
Desika, following the teaching of Ramanuja, God is the primary 
general cause of moksa (pradhdna sdmdnya kdrana) because His 
grace confers it, whereas bhakti-yoga or prapatti serves as acces¬ 
sory cause ( sahakdri kdrana) since that helps to earn His grace. 5 6 
It is in this sense that Nammalvar says that God is both the updya 
or prdpaka (means) and upeya or prdpya (goal)/ This is the central 
teaching of the Tiruvdymoli as pointed out by the commentators. 7 


1. KaUP 11.23. 

2. RB 1.4.1. 
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3. See Chapter 4, pp. 133-35. 
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The word aru means updya and sarana means upeya . See Pillan AP and PPS 
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Chapter 6 


THE DOCTRINE OF SUPREME 
GOAL 


We have discussed the theory of sddhana or the means of God- 
realization as conceived by the Alvars. We shall now examine 
their views on the nature of the supreme goal of life (parama - 
purusartha). 

I. The Upattisadic Theory of Moksa 
According to the Vedanta, moksa or the liberation of the soul from 
bondage is the highest goal of life. In positive terms, it is described 
as the realization of Brahman ( Brahrm-saksatkara ). It is the direct 
experience of the blissful Brahman ( Brahmdnanddnubhava ) by the 
soul after it becomes totally free from the shackles of bondage. The 
Taittifiya Upanisad says that the knower of Brahman attains Brah¬ 
man. 1 The Chdndogya Upanisad states that the soul, after it leaves 
the body and reaches Brahman, manifests itself in its true form. 2 
The Taittiriya Upanisad specifically points out that the individual 
self-enjoys Brahman together with all its glory. 3 The Mundaka 
Upanisad mentions that when the knower of Brahman intuits the 


1. TUp II. 1 brahmavid-apnoti param. 
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Lord, he attains supreme equality with Him . 1 All these Upanisadic 
statements, as interpreted by Ramanuja, reveal that moksa is not 
merely the negative concept of total freedom of the individual soul 
from bondage but a positive state of the existence of jiva in a 
supramundane realm ( Brahmaloka ) where it regains its true form 
and enjoys the full glory of Brahman. 

The teachings of the Alvars on the nature of the supreme goal 
of life conform fully to the Upanisadic theory. The Alvars gen¬ 
erally use the word vidu 2 for moksa. This term literally means 
liberation and in the present context, it denotes the existence of 
the soul in an eternal abode of God, which is known as Paramapada 
or Vaikuntha. Nammalvar refers to Vaikuntha in several hymns 3 4 
and describes it as a unique place (nddu) which is free from 
suffering and full of ananda (bliss) par excellence 4 It is a transcen¬ 
dental spiritual realm constituted of self-luminous jyotis (lus¬ 
tre ). 5 God is addressed as Vaikunta, 6 implying that He is the Lord 
of the eternal abode. He is frequently described as the Lord of the 
eternally free souls (nitya-suris) who dwell in this realm forever . 7 8 

Regarding the nature of moksa , Nammalvar points out that it 
is a state of existence for the jivdtman enjoying a status equal to 
that of Brahman, after it is totally liberated from bondage. In one 
of the hymns he describes it as samankol vidu* The word sama, 
as interpreted by the commentators stands for sdmya in Sanskrit, 
which means 'equal to'. The author of the Idu explains it as moksa 
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in terms of equality of jiva with Brahman (sdmydpatti moksa). This 
view corresponds to the teaching of the Mundaka Upanisad which 
says: "The soul free from all defects attains supreme equality 
with the Lord/' 1 In another hymn Nammalvar uses the word 
mokkam (the Tamil word for moksa) with the epithet unamil, 
which means devoid of imperfection. This implies, as the com¬ 
mentators points out, the eternal experience of the perfect bliss 
(yavaddtmabhdva asahkuciia moksdnanda), which is the supreme 
goal (parama-purusdrtha ). 2 

II. The Theological View of Moksa 

Though Nammalvar acknowledges the theory of moksa as enun¬ 
ciated in the Upanisads, he lays greater emphasis on the theo¬ 
logical concept of moksa as eternal divine service ( Bhagavat- 
kainkarya). This view of moksa is predominantly expressed 
throughout the Tiruvdymoli and also in other prabandhams. In the 
decad addressed to the presiding deity of Tirumalai, Nammalvar 
advocates the performance of uninterrupted appropriate service 
to God at all times. 3 Commenting on this hymn, Pillan points 
out that such a service is to be rendered not only at all times 
(sarvakdla) but at all places (sarvadesa) and in all states (sarvdvastha). 
This type of kainkarya is regarded as parama-purusdrtha, because 
it is made available to the jlvatman by the Supreme Lord only 
in the state of moksa . 4 There are several hymns in which 
Nammalvar appeals to God to bless him with the eternal divine 
service. In a characteristic way he asserts that he would not 
speak of moksa , however great it might be, but he would prefer 
the service to the Lord. 5 He goes to the extent of saying that he 
would never seek at any time any other thing than the ever- 


1. MuUp JIM.3 nirafijanah paramam samyam-upaiti. 

2. See Pillan AP III.4.7 paramapurusartha-laksana moksa. 

See also Idu III.4.7, RRB and PPS III.4.7. 

3. TVM III.3.1 oluvil kdlamelldm udandy manni, 
valuvila adimai seyyavendum ndm . . . 

4. TVM III.9.3 olivu onra illdda palluli-tdruli nildvappom, 

valiyai tarum narigal vanvansan. 

See also Pillan AP III.9.3 anaghrata-dufikagandhamay niTQtisayasukharupamdy 
nityasiddhamdna bhagavat-kaihkarya-laksana moksam. 

5. TVM 11.9.1 emmavtttu lira mum seppam, 
nin semmdpddaparput-talm serttu ollai... 




146 Philosophy and Theistic Mysticism of the Alvars 
lasting divine service. 1 

While speaking of the divine service as the supreme goal, 
Nammalvar refers to the feet of God ( tiruvadigal in Tamil and 
carana in Sanskrit). At the very outset of Tiruvaymoli, he men¬ 
tions the seva (toludu) to the glorious feet ( sudaradi ) as a means 
of attaining the spiritual goal. 2 3 In another hymn, he explicitly 
states that the Lord's feet is both updya or means (dru) and upeya 
or goal (saranam)? In several hymns, he expresses an ardent 
desire to attain the feet of God and to offer service to them. 4 In 
an emphatic manner he says that there is no refuge for any 
individual other than the feet of the Lord. 5 The feet represent 
the very spiritual body of the Supreme Being. 6 Hence, all these 
statements which refer to the feet of the Lord imply the divine 
service as the supreme goal to be attained ( parama-purusartha ). 
All the other Alvars have laid equal emphasis on Bhagavat- 
kaihkarya as the parama-purusartha. 

The importance accorded by the Alvars to the divine service 
(nitya-kaihkarya) seems to have greatly influenced Ramanuja. Thus, 
Ramanuja in his £arandgati-gadya prays to God to grant him an 
opportunity to render nitya-kaihkarya to the Lord (nitya-kihkaro 
bhavdni). Following this lead, the Vaisnava Acaryas of later pe¬ 
riod, particularly those belonging to the Terikalai sect have taken 
kaihkarya itself as parama-purusartha . It may be justified in the 
case of Nammalvar from a particular point of view viz., that for 
a mystic saint God's direct vision and everlasting service to the 
deity is of great significance. If kaihkarya itself is taken as moksa, 
it would run counter to the Upanisadic teaching on the moksa - 
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svarupa as explained earlier. Neither the Upanisads nor the 
Vedanta-sutra speak of kaihkarya in paramapada as moksa . Accord¬ 
ing to the Visistadvaita Vedanta, moksa is the attainment of a 
status equal to that of Brahman (sayujya) enjoying the blissful 
Brahman along with His full glory. As Vedanta Desika has right¬ 
ly explained on the basis of Ramanuja's view, moksa is paripurna- 
brahmdnubhava or full and perfect experience of Brahman and the 
eternal divine service (nitya-kaihkarya) to which the Alvars refer 
is to be taken as an outflow of that dnanda experienced by the 
jivdtman in the state of moksa. 1 Nammalvar also acknowledges 
the moksa-svarupa as described in the Upanisads besides the nitya- 
kaihkarya, though the latter receives greater emphasis. 

III. The Theory of Kaivalya 

We come across in the Tiruvdymoli another theory of moksa . In 
one of the hymns, Nammalvar uses the term vidu (moksa) in 
respect of the direct vision of the true nature of the individual 
self (dtma-svarupa-sdksdtkdra). This is a state, which as Nammalvar 
explains, is to be attained by first comprehending the distinction 
between the soul and body through repeated contemplation; 
and then develop the spirit of non-attachment towards all worldly 
objects by gaining complete control over sense organs and there¬ 
after get rid of the karma in the form of punya and papa. 2 In other 
words, the direct vision of the soul (dtma-sdksdtkdra) is attained 
by overcoming the bondage caused by the experience of plea¬ 
sure and pain. "This itself is vidu (aduve vidu)/' says Nammalvar. 
The attainment of this state itself is the supreme happiness. 3 This 
description offered by Nammalvar conforms to the state of self- 
realization (dtma-saksdtkdra) which is the goal of jhdna-yoga as 
enunciated in the Bhagavadgitd. Such a state of moksa is desig¬ 
nated as kaivalya or the existence of the soul enjoying the bliss 
of jivdtman. 
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Though Nammalvar reters to kaivaiya as moksa (vldu) in the 
sense of total liberation of the soul from bondage, he does not 
admit it as the true state of moksa proper. He openly condemns 
it in several hymns for the obvious reason that it is short of 
God-realization (bhagvat-sdksatkdra). He looks down with con¬ 
tempt those who seek the state of kaivaiya . He says: 

It is a pity that the gracious Lord is worshipped constantly 
by those who desire to overcome the suffering of births 
and deaths and resort to jhdna-yoga for the purpose of 
attaining the blissful experience of the soul (kaivaiya). 1 

In the opinion of Nammalvar, the joy derived from the 
dtmdnubhava is of an inferior type (sittrinpam) 2 as compared to 
the ananda derived from the God-realization. It does not, there¬ 
fore, constitute the supreme goal ( parama-purusdrtha ). 

If atma-sdksdtkdra is not the supreme goal, why then it is 
called vidu or moksa by Nammalvar? The answer to this is 
provided by the commentators. First, it leads to the total lib¬ 
eration of the soul from the bondage without the possibility of 
its return to mundane existence. Secondly, it is similar to moksa 
proper ( muktiprdya ) in terms of the experience of bliss (ananda), 
which is a common characteristic of both Brahman and jivdtman. 
Jiva is also constituted oijhana and ananda as Brahman is. Further, 
the state of self-realization (atmdvalokana), as taught in the GTtd, 
can serve as a stepping stone for bhakti-yoga by means of which 
God can be attained. That is, after the completion of jhdna-yoga 
it should be possible for an individual to attain Brahman by 
meditating on jivdtman as a prakdra or mode of Brahman. 
Nammalvar acknowledges these facts. In the decad devoted to 
teach the sddhana, he first points out that after one becomes free 
from all worldly attachments the soul attains liberation from 
bondage . 3 It is the state in which the soul experiences its blissful 
true nature (dtmdnubhava). Such a state is described as vldu or 
moksa insofar as it is equivalent to moksa in terms of liberation 
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from bondage. Nevertheless, it does not constitute the proper 
moksa because it lacks the blissful experience of God. Nammalvar, 
therefore, states in the later part of the same hymn that one 
should foresake the state of kaivalya and seek the eternal bliss of 
the Supreme Lord by resorting to the steadfast meditation on 
God. 1 In order to bring out the correct theory of moksa as taught 
by Nammalvar, Pillan draws a clear distinction between the two 
views on vldu The first one is described as moksa in the sense 
of the manifestation of jlvatman in its true form (dtma-ydthatmyd- 
virhhdva-laksnnn moksa). This is called moksa in a secondary sense. 
The second one is designated as Bhagavat-kaihkarya or uninter¬ 
rupted service to God in the realm of the eternal abode of God. 
This is moksa in the primary sense (mukhya). 

The theory of kaivalya has become a subject of controversy 
between the two sects of Vaisnavas. The main point of dispute 
is whether or not the state of kaivalya leads to the final state of 
moksa in the form of the Brahmdnubhava and nitya-kaihkarya. The 
Tenkalai sect is of the view that the individual souls who attain 
kaivalya are ever denied of Brahmdnubhava, even though they 
have escaped from bondage; whereas the Vadakalai sect believes 
that they too eventually reach moksa proper by embarking on 
Brahmopdsana . While Nammalvar condemns kaivalya as an infe¬ 
rior state of moksa because it is short of the experience of the 
blissful Brahman, he does not say that an individual who attains 
kaivalya is for ever deprived of bhagavat-sdksatkdra. Nor is there 
any mention in the Divyaprabandhan that such an individual soul 
proceeds to a supramundane realm through the arcirddi-mdrga to 
enjoy the blissful state of existence so that he cannot come back 
to the mundane existence to undertake updsana on Brahman. On 
the contrary, the hymn to which we have referred (1.2.5) indicates 
the possibility of an escape from kaivalya and the attainment of 
Brahmdnubhava . The controversial points related to the doctrine 
of kaivalya , as found in the religious treatises of post-Ramanuja 
period are not traceable in the hymns of the Alvars. 

Thus, the theory of moksa taught by Nammalvar is in confor¬ 
mity with the Upanisadic teaching. It is not merely the negative 
concept of cessation of bondage, as Sankhya and other schools 
of thought maintain but it is positive state of existence for the 
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individual self (jivatman ) totally free from bondage enjoying the 
full glory of God in a transcendental realm and also performing 
everlasting continuous divine service. This concept of moksa has 
influenced considerably the later Vaisnava Acaryas as is evident 
in the Vaisnava sampraddya-granthas which have accorded greater 
importance to nitya-kaihkarya than to the philosophic concept of 
mere Brahmdnubhava . 

The last but one decad of the tenth centum of Tiruvaymoli and 
its two concluding hymns substantiate the view of Nammalvar 
as explained in the preceding paragraph. In this decad, 
Nammalvar offers a picturesque description of the march of the 
liberated soul (muktdtma) through the arcirddi mdrga (the spiri¬ 
tual path) to the abode of God. The Upanisads speak of the 
presiding deities of the selected celestial beings— jyotis or flame, 
ahas or the day, sukla-paksa or the bright half of the year, samvatsara 
or the year, vdyu or the air, martanda or the sun, tdrakesa or the 
moon and vidyut or the lightning accompanied by three deities 
named as Varuna, Indra and Prajdpati —who serve as guides on 
the way to the Paramapada. Nammalvar does not mention each 
one of it by name but refers in a general way to vanavar and 
imaiyavar, which imply the celestial deities stated in the Upanisads. 
He excels the Upanisadic description by including in his account 
how the waves of the ocean dance, the thick clouds in the sky 
roar like drums, the celestial deities hail with offerings, all 
expressing their great joy for the individual soul proceeding 
towards the Vaikuntha as a dedicated devotee of Visnu (mddhavan 
tamar). In the penultimate hymn (X.10.10) he says that his ardent 
craving for the direct vision of God {ava), which metaphorically 
is described as greater than the extensive prakrti, the all-perva¬ 
sive knowledge of muktatmd and even that of Paramatman, is at 
last quenched with the direct communion to be attained in the 
state of moksa soon after the total liberation from the beginrdngless 
karma . This sums up the central theme of Tiruvaymoli viz., that 
the attainment of God through the total cessation of bondage is 
the supreme goal of human endeavour and that the means of 
achieving such a goal is Paramatman Himself since He alone can 
confer it out of His grace. 


1. See DTR 125 Srisanvpraha svasiddheh svayam iha karanam svajjrabandhe satharih... 



Chapter 7 


THEISTIC MYSTICISM 


In the preceding chapters we have presented the philosophical 
theories contained in the hymns of the Alvars. The outpourings 
of these God-intoxicated saints also manifest vividly their mystic 
experience of God. In fact a large part of the Divyaprabandham 
covers mysticism of a unique type which provides us a deep 
insight into an important aspect of bhakti as a loving relation 
between the human soul and God. This subject, therefore, de¬ 
serves a separate consideration in greater detail. 

I. Meaning of Mysticism 

Mysticism is often identified with certain kinds of psycho-physi¬ 
cal states and some supernormal mental experiences. But more 
commonly it is applied to a variety of religious experiences. In 
the context of the experience of divinity by the Alvars as por¬ 
trayed in the Tamil poems, this term bears a different conno¬ 
tation. It is defined by some as the ''seeking of intuitive union 
with the cosmic ground". 1 It is also described as "the quest of 
the soul or Atman for the immediate or the intuitive knowledge 
of God". 2 The quest of an individual for the union with God 
cannot be treated as mysticism. According to the Vedanta, any 
individual can develop an ardent desire for moksa or union with 
the Supreme Being. Such a person is known as mumuksu and he 


1. See R.D. Kaylor and K.K.A. Venkatachari, God Far, God Near, pp. 72-73. 
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is not necessarily a mystic. Nor does a direct and comprehen¬ 
sive vision of God constitute mysticism because that kind of 
vision, which in the Visistadvaita Vedanta is known as paripurna- 
brahmanubhava, arises in the state of moksa only after the soul is 
disembodied by totally getting rid of the bondage. We come 
across hundreds of hymns describing a special type of divine 
experience in which the Alvars convey their feelings of joy 
whenever they have visions of God and also anguish whenever 
they feel separation from Him. These expressions of joy and 
grieF which are coached in mystic poetry and which are ad¬ 
dressed to God contain mystical element in the form of an irre¬ 
pressible longing not merely for a direct vision of God but also 
for an uninterrupted divine service. The mere temporary vision 
of God obtained either by the grace of God or through the 
unceasing meditation would not satisfy them. The Alvars also 
visually see God in the form of an area (icon) at the temples but 
even then they continue their restless search for a vision of God 
in His full glory. Taking these facts into consideration, mysti¬ 
cism with reference to the Alvars may be defined as the spiritual 
quest of an individual for a direct and comprehensive vision of 
God culminating in an eternal, uninterrupted divine service. 

Mysticism in this sense comprises both a way of life and also 
a spiritual goal to be achieved. The way of life involves an 
intense devotional love to God ( bhakti) and the observance of 
prescribed religious discipline such as meditation ( dhyana ) and 
other methods of worship. It also presupposes, as preliminary 
requisites, the acquisition of spiritual knowledge ( jnana ), the 
development of detachment to worldly pleasures ( vairagya ) and 
cultivation of certain ethical virtues. The spiritual goal consists 
of a state of existence in which the individual soul after being 
liberated from the bondage enjoys eternally the Supreme Being 
in His full glory. According to the Visistadvaita Vedanta which 
is upheld by the Alvars, such a goal is regarded as moksa and 
the way of life leading to it is sddharui. Mysticism understood 
against this philosophic background becomes meaningful in the 
context of the life and teachings of the Alvars. 

The mysticism of the Alvars is of a distinctive type and it 
differs from that of other mystics, whether Indian or Western, 
though they may all share some common characteristics. The 
Alvars gifted with divine knowledge not only possess a mental 



attitude of total dedication to God, but also display it in every 
mode in their thought, word and deed. For Nammalvar God is 
everything, the food for appeasing hunger, the water to quench 
the thirst and the betel-leaf to satisfy the pleasure. 1 Poygai Alvar 
says: "My mouth will not praise anyone but the Lord; my eyes 
will not see anything except the image of God; my ears will not 
hear anything except the name of the Lord; my hands will not 
worship anyone but the Lora.” 2 Periyaivar is called Visnu-citta, 
because he has all the time Visnu alone in his thought (citta). He 
says: "I have placed you inside me and I have placed myself 
within you." 3 It is in this sense that the mysticism of the Alvars 
has been qualified as Theistic' and it is thus distinguished from 
other types of mysticism such as nature mysticism, spiritual 
(soul) mysticism, religious mysticism, bridal mysticism, identity 
or transcendental mysticism. 

II. Theistic Mysticism as Aspects of Bhakti 
The theistic mysticism is closely connected with bhakti under¬ 
stood in the sense of total devotion to God as the Supreme 
Person ( Purusottama ). Etymologically the term bhakti is derived 
from the root 'bhaj' which means seva or meditation (bhaj sevdydm). 
According to the glossary of Vedic terms ( nighantu ), the word 
seva is synonymous with words updsand used in the Upanisads 
and bhakti in the Bhagavadgitd . 4 In common parlance, it is under¬ 
stood in the sense of love ( priti ) towards one who is higher 5 as 
distinct from the love on one who is lower, as for example a 
child. Though the element of priti is common in respect of both 
the elderly person and the child, it assumes the character of 
bhakti in regard to the former, whereas it is known only as priti 
in respect of the latter. In the case of God, who is the greatest 
of all, the love towards Him assuming the form of unceasing 
meditation is termed as bhakti in the technical sense in which it 
is used in the religious texts. 6 

In the hymns of the Alvars, the Tamil word patti is used for 


1. TVM VI.7.1. 

2. MTi 11. 

3. PenTM V.4.5. 

4. See Srutaprakasikd 1.1.1 seva bhaktir-upastih iti naighantukokteh. 

5. See Nyaya Siddhdhjana maharuya viseye pritih bhaktih. 

6 . See Srutaprakasika 1.1.1 snehpurvam-anudhyanam bhaktiriti abhidhhjate . 
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the Sanskrit word bhakti. 1 In the third decad of the first centum, 
Nammalvar mentions this word in the context of describing God 
as being easily accessible to those who have bhakti in Him. In 
this context bhakti is interpreted by the commentators as a specific 
mental state dominated by a keen desire to see God. 2 That is, 
for those who earnestly desire to see God, the latter would make 
Himself accessible, whereas for others (those who despise God), 
He remains an unattainable mystery. 3 The element of sincere 
devotion on the part of an individual is a major factor in 
promoting a close relationship between God and the longing 
soul. It is this type of bhakti which constitutes the seed of 
mysticism. It must be nurtured and made to grow. When it 
grows steadily and becomes ripe, it becomes what Ramanuja 
calls, parabhakti or perfected bhakti attained after constant practice 
of updsand or meditation along with karma-yoga and jhana-yoga 
as outlined in the Bhagavadgita. The parabhakti which is the same 
as nididhydsana of the Upanisad, serves as the direct means to 
moksa according to the Visistadvaita Vedanta. Thus, there is a 
difference between bhakti used is common parlance and parabhakti 
attained after the practice of bhakti-yoga as a direct sddhana for 
God-realization. 

This parabhakti is the first phase of the mystic experience of 
God because it is only after attaining it that the mystic can obtain 
a clear mental vision of God ( mdnasa-sdksatkdra ). Ramanuja 
describes it as darsana-samdndkdra jhdna or an experience which 
is similar to what one would have actually seen. The main reason 
for maintaining this view is that according to the Vedanta, God 
cannot be seen by the visual organ but He can be comprehended 
only by the mind that has been cleansed of its impurities after 
the practice of constant meditation with loving devotion. 4 The 
perception of God through the inner organ during the state of 

1. aupu, kadal and avd are the other Tamil words used for bhakti in the sense of 

loving devotion. 

2. See $S 1.3.1 kdna venurh enhira apeksarupamdna jhdnavi§esam. 

See also Idu 1.3.1. 

3. See TVM 1.3,1 pattudai adiyavarkku eliyavan, pirarhalukku ariya vittahan. ■ 

4. See KaUp VI.9 na sandrse tisthati rupamasya na caksusd pasyati kascanainam; hrdd 

mariisd manasa abhikliptah. ya ainam viduh. 

See also TNUp 11 and MUp 111.1.8. 

See also Mbh bhaktya dhrtyd ca samdhitdtma jhana-svarupam paripatyati. 

Cp. BG XI.54 bhaktya tu ananyayd sakya....jhdtum drstum ca tattvena pravestum 
ca parantapa. 
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Yogic meditation is not, therefore, the same as the comprehen¬ 
sive, direct vision of God. It is a mere semblance of what one 
would have seen directly. The fuller and direct vision of God 
with His full glory which is known in Vedanta as paripurna- 
brahmamibhava arises only in the state of moksa after the soul is 
totally liberated from bondage. 

The mental perception of God obtained by parabhakti pro¬ 
duces a craving in the updsaka to see God directly face to face. 
He then becomes restless and makes repeated appeals to grant 
him the divine vision. In response to such prayers, he is blessed 
with glimpses of clear vision of God. This kind of divine vision 
is known as para-jhdna. Even this vision of God does not satisfy 
the mystic because it lasts only for a limited duration and is soon 
followed with separation causing intense anguish. Therefore, he 
yearns ardently for uninterrupted and full vision of God. When 
this does not bear fruit and becomes unbearable for the mystic, 
he appeals to God in a state of utter desperation to liberate him 
from all bondage and grant him the eternal comprehensive vision 
of God. This phase marks the climax of his spiritual quest and 
is known as parama-bhakti, the most intense bhakti leading to the 
direct realization of God. 

Thus, the theistic mysticism comprises four phases: (1) bhakti 
or loving devotion to god; (2) para-bhakti or perfected devotion 
causing mental perception of God; (3) para-jhdna or occasional 
clear glimpses of God followed with joy during communion 
with God and anguish during separation from Him; (4) parama- 
bhakti or the climax of bhakti leading to the direct, comprehen¬ 
sive, eternal communion with God. The last three phases are the 
avasthds or states of the first one. 1 As will be seen presently, 
Nammalvar passes through all these states. In fact Ramanuja has 
employed these terms for the first time in his Sarandgati-gadya 
on the^basis of the mystic experience of the Alvars. 

Some Western Scholars hold the view that the concept of 
bhakti as evolved by Ramanuja differs from that of the Alvars. 
Friedhelm Hardy in his book Viraha-Bhakti, makes a distinction 
between emotional bhakti and intellectual bhakti. The Krsna-bhakti 
as depicted in the hymns of the Alvars and the Bhdgavata Purdna 


1. See Nyayasiddhanjana, sarva avastha-bheddt parabhaktyddi-bhedam bhajate. 
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which is developed on the theme of viraha cr separation from 
God is regarded as emotional bhakti. The bhakti referred to by 
Ramanuja on the basis of the Bhagavadgita as related to bhakti- 
yoga is taken as intellectual bhakti. In the opinion of Hardy, 
Ramanuja has deviated from the Alvar's heritage. 1 

Bhakti as understood in the sense of loving devotion to God 
is a mental disposition {jhdna-visesa). Though it has an emotional 
element, it is intellectual insofar as it presupposes some knowl¬ 
edge of Divine Being. When such a bhakti becomes intense by 
constant contemplation on God, it assumes different forms 
characterized by joy during God-experience and anguish during 
separation from Him. Viraha is a mental state which arises in 
respect of those individuals who have attained para-bhakti, either 
through constant meditation or by the grace of God as in the 
case of the Alvars and other mystics. As Vedanta Desika ex¬ 
plains, viraha is the earlier and later states of yoga (yogdt prag- 
uttaravasthitih). 2 Yoga here means attainment of mental percep¬ 
tion of God (mdnasa-sdksatkdra labhah). Samslesa or communion 
is the very sdksdtkdra and vislesa or separation is its absence. The 
two are interdependent. Without samslesa , viraha cannot arise 
and viraha in turn leads to samslesa. 3 The two alternate, in view 
of this, viraha itself is not a separate type of bhakti in the name 
of virha-bhakti . 

Krsm-bhakti or devotion to Krsna as manifested by Nammalvar 
and the milkmaids in the Bhdgavata may be emotional. But when 
bhakti is adopted as a sadhana or spiritual discipline for the 
purpose of moksa, it would become intellectual since it involves 
a conscious endeavour in the form of updsand or bhakti-yoga with 
the scrupulous observance of the prescribed prerequisites as 
outlined in the Upanisads and the Bhagavadgita. As we have seen 
in the chapter on Sadhana , the Alvars have referred to both 
bhakti-yoga and easy methods of worship. They have also dis- 


1. Friedhelm Hardy, Virahn-Bhakti, p. 47. 

See also John Carman, The Tamil Veda, p. 187. 

2. DTR 3. 

3. According to the Alarikarasdstra, there is no nourishment of the sentiment of 
Love ( sambhoga ) without the separation tyipralambha). 

na virta vipralambhena sambhogah pustimasnute 

See Dr. V. Raghavan, The Spiritual Heritage of Tyagaraja, p. 186. 



played the emotional aspects of bhakti as portrayed by the 
milkmaids of Brndavan. Ramanuja has acknowledged both the 
intellectual and emotional aspects of bhakti , though he has laid 
greater emphasis on bhakti-yoga as direct means to moksa. 

Patterns of Mysticism 

There are different ways in which the mystic-saints experience 
God. Nammalvar and Tirumangai Alvar experience God by as¬ 
suming the role of the consort of God ( ndyaki ), who is separated 
temporarily from her beloved Lord and convey the pangs of 
separation either through the media of ndyaki or her mother or 
companions. This type of mystic experience is on the pattern of 
the love of a maiden to her lover (nayaka-nayakbbhava). The best 
example of it can be seen in the Bhagavata Parana in which the 
cowherd maids exhibit their love to God-incarnate Krsna. It is 
one of the modes of bhakti described as kantdsakti in the Ndrada 
Bhakti-sutra. The same theme was developed in the later period 
by the Caitanya School of Vaisnavism under the name of madhura- 
bhava. 

Periyalvar takes the role of Yasoda, the foster-mother of God- 
incarnate Krsna and pours out his sublime love to the divine 
child. Kulasekharalvar assumes the role of Kausalya, the mother 
of God-incarnate Rama and also the guise of Dasaratha, the 
father of Rama and conveys his devotional feelings to the Lord. 
In both these cases, the mystic experience of God is on the 
pattern of the love of a mother or father to the child. This is 
known as vdtsalya-bhdva or the loving attitude of a mother to the 
child. The Ndrada Bhakti-sutra describes it as Vdtsalyasakti one 
of the eleven forms in which devotion is expressed. 

Andal, who is the only female mystic among the Alvars, 
imagines herself as a milkmaid in love with Lord Krsna of 
Brndavan and expresses her devotion to God. Placing herself in 
the posifion of a bride, she craves for a spiritual marriage with 
the Lord. This type of mystic experience conforms to the love 
of a maiden as a bride towards the beloved bridegroom. This 
is generally described as bridal mysticism. 

The other Alvars experience God in a direct manner. They all 
have been blessed with the spiritual knowledge and parabhakti, 
as is evident from their hymns. They all have had either the 
Yogic perception of God (mdnasa-sdksdtkara) or the temporary 
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direct visions of God (parajnana). They have sung the glory of 
God as experienced by them. 

III. Philosophical Significance of Mysticism 
Before we outline the mysticism of each of the Alvars, we should 
understand the underlying philosophical significance of the dif¬ 
ferent imageries adopted by the Alvars to convey their devotion 
to God. Why should Alvars pose themselves as i^iayaki or a maiden 
and use the motif of the lover and beloved to exhibit their 
devotion to God? Why should Andal take the role of a bride and 
crave for a spiritual marriage with Lord Krsna? Why should 
Periyalvar and Kulasekharan assume the role of a mother or 
father of God-incarnate Krsna or Rama? 

We can find an explanation for the Alvars placing themselves 
in the position of a mother or father when they adore Krsna as 
a child. The Vedic seers have also adored the higher deities by 
regarding them as father or mother or a friend. There are several 
passages in the Rg-Veda addressing God as father and mother. 1 
We find similar references to God in the Itihasas and Puranas. 2 
The Vedic seers also conceive God as child and the devotee as 
a mother, in the reverse order of the soul's relation to God. In 
one of the Rg-Vedic passages, Indra is regarded as a child (vatsa) 
and the praying devotee as a mother. 3 The Pancaratra treatise 
also commends the worship of God with an attitude of a mother 
towards a child. 4 This loving personal relation of a devotee to 
God in the form of a mother to child is so genuine and intense 
that both Periyalvar and Kulasekharan adopted this motif to 
exhibit their devotion to God. As stated earlier, this’ is known 
as vdtsalya-bMva. 


. 1. See RV 1.31.10 tvamagne pramatistvam pitasi nah. 

Vin.90.11 tvam hi nah pita vaso tvam mata satakrato babhuvitha adha te sumnam- 
imahe. 
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2. See BG piteva putrasya.... 

3. RV VIII.95.1 abhi tvd samanusate indra vatsam na mdtarah. 
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4. See Satidilya Smrti IV.37 s ativa priya-bhaxtaram janamva stanandhyam; 

dcaryam sisyavat mitram mitravat lalayet harith 
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We have to seek a different explanation for the adoption of 
the motif of a lover and the loved. Considering the erotic language 
used in the hymns to describe the behaviour of the Alvars in 
the role of a love-stricken maiden (ndyakl) towards God as her 
lover {ndyaka), as in the case of two lovers at the human level, 
it becomes difficult to accept that Nammalvar as a born-yogi 
allows himself to be moved by such erotic feelings. How can we 
accord to such hymns, which appear to the western scholars as 
dove poems' or 'girl poems', the status of a sublime philo¬ 
sophy? 

We have to look at this matter in a different perspective with 
a proper understanding of the underlying philosophic signifi¬ 
cance of the love motif. The concept of love in itself has a deep 
philosopical meaning. The Sanskrit term used for love is kama 
which is used in two senses. Kama in the ordinary sense means 
desire for any worldly pleasure including the conjugal love. There 
is yet another sense in which kama is used in the Upanisad and 
the Bhdgavata Purdna . Here it is understood in the sense of love 
for Paramatman ( Bhagavat-kdma ). The love towards God is wholly 
spiritual and not carnal, by any means. In view of this, the love 
exhibited by the Alvars to God, though it is analogous to the 
sensual love of a maiden towards her lover, falls under the 
category of Bhagavat-kdma. Tirumarigai Alvar in his Periya Madal 
extols it as the highest purusartha} The ideal example of spiritual 
love is depicted in the characters of God-incarnate Rama and 
Goddess-incarnate SIta in the Ramdyana whose relationship is 
described as similar to the sun (prabhdvdn ) and its luminosity 
(j prabha ). 1 2 This ideal portrayal of love is also found in the Bhdgavata 
Purdna in the personality of Lord Krsna and the milkmaids. 

This motif of a maiden's love for her lover or husband can 
be traced in the Rg-Veda. There are passages in the Rg-Veda in 
which the Vedic seers adore the higher deity in the same way 
as a woman loves her husband. 3 The Pdhcaratra Samhitd also 
commends the worship of God just as a faithful woman adores 
her husband. 4 The mystic saints have chosen this metaphor not 


1. See Periya Tirumadal, kdmattin mannum vali muraiye nirram ndm. 

2 . See Ramdyana V.21.15 ananyd raghavendham bhdskaretta prabha yatha. 

3. See RV IX.32.5 abhigdvo anusata yosd jaramiva priyam. 

See also RV 1.62.11 patim na patnir-usatlr usantam sprsanti tvd... 

4. See fn 1 on p 184. 
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so much in the manner of the love poetry found in classical 
Tamil Literature of Sangam period as assumed by some modern 
scholars but as a symbol of spiritual experience referred in the 
Vedas and Puranas. The love theme of the Alvars may be similar 
to that found in the ancient Tamil poetry but it is unlikely that 
the Alvars who are born yogis gifted with divine vision would 
have adopted the love motif from the Tamil poets of earlier 
period. 

Further, according to the Vaisnava Theology, the individual 
soul is dependent on God in the relationship of master and 
servant {$esi-sesa). But so far as Isvara is concerned, the soul has 
no satta (existence of its own) or its sthiti (sustenance) and pravrtti 
(activities). They are all controlled by Him. The soul exists for 
the pleasure of God and the ultimate goal of the soul is to get 
united with Him. On the basis of this doctrine of jiva, Nammalvar 
as an individual soul (jlvdtman) exhibits his absolute dependabil¬ 
ity on God (i atyanta pdratantrya), his unshakable faith in not serving 
anyone else but God ( ananydrha-sesatva ) l and his conviction that 
no one else than God is the most enjoyable person (i ananya - 
bhogya ). All these characteristics are personified in the concept 
of a consort of God. It is in this sense that both Nammalvar and 
Tirumangai Alvar have chosen to act as nayakl and Anddl as a 
bride wedded to the Supreme Lord as nay aka and pour out their 
heart through mystic songs in praise of the glory of God. 

Vedanta Desika offers another explanation. An episode of 
Draupadl in the Mahdbharata tells that while she was taking a 
bath in a pond, her female companions were so enchanted by 
her physical beauty that they wished themselves to be born as 
males to enjoy her. In this story the females desired to become 
males. On the same analogy, Vedanta Desika rationalises 
Nammalvar's desire to seek union with God with himself as a 
woman. In the words of Vedanta Desika, the bhakti of Alvar was 
transformed into eroticism 2 3 ( bhaktih-srngdra-vrtya parinamati). 

The male preferring the role of a female is also justified on 
a different ground. It is said in the Padma Purana 3 that the sages 


1. See Idu 1.4.1. 

2. DTR 3. 

3 . Padma Purana, Uttarakhanda, 272. 



living in the Dandakaranya forest were so enchanted by the 
bewitching beauty of Rama, a God-incarnate, that they all de¬ 
sired to be born as maidens to enjoy the communion with Him. 
According to this Purana, these sages were reborn as gopikas or 
the milkmaids of Brndavan and their attitude to Lord Krsna was 
erotic. Here, erotic play is treated as a spiritual experience. As 
part of the divine play (ilia) of God-incamate Krsna, the love 
affairs of the milkmaids as sages in disguise do not have any 
sensuality, though outwardly it may look so. On the basis of the 
same explanation the love exhibited by the Alvars to the nay aka, 
the beloved Supreme Lord is spiritual in character. The erotic 
language used in the hymns denoting conjugal union and con¬ 
summation of love in marriage are all symbolic expressions 
adopted to convey the idea of deep mutual attachment of God 
and the individual soul. 

During the period of separation from God, the Alvars convey 
their feelings of grief through birds and objects of nature as 
messengers. This symbology too is of theological significance. 
The communication of the thoughts of the loved one to the lover 
through other media is a normal practice among lovers. Such 
instances can be found in the Itihasas and Puranas. Lord Rama 
sends message to SIta in captivity at Lanka through Hanuman, 
the friend of monkey King Sugriva. Similarly, RukminI, who 
pines to be united with Krsna in wedlock sends her message 
through an emissary. In the famous Sanskrit poetry, Meghaduta 
of Kalidasa, the poet uses the cloud (tnegha) as an emissary to 
convey the message by yaksa (a demi-God) to his lover. Follow¬ 
ing this example, Vedanta Desika in his allegorical poetry, Hamsa- 
sandesa, uses the swan as the messenger for sending a message 
by Rama to SIta. 

The birds and the objects of nature adopted by the Alvars as 
messengers represent the spiritual preceptors ( dcdryas ) who act 
as mediators in between God and the individual. In Vaisnava 
religion Acaryas play an important role. They serve not only as 
teachers of spiritual knowledge but also as guides to the disci¬ 
ples to enable them to follow the prescribed spiritual path for 
moksa and plead on their behalf to secure the divine grace. They 
are, therefore, known as ghatakas or the mediators. The birds 
with two feathers symbolically represent the acaryas possessing 
jnana or spiritual knowledge and anusthana or conduct appro- 
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priate to such knowledge—the two important qualifications to 
become an acarya. Some of the characteristics of birds symbolise 
the qualities of an acarya. Thus for instance, the white colour of 
the bird signifies the purity of thought. The melodious voice of 
a cuckoo symbolises the sweet speech of an acarya. The pet bird 
implies the modesty of the preceptor. The clouds showering rain 
represent generosity of the guru. Similarly, the cool breeze in¬ 
dicates the calm temperament of an acarya} 

The fervent appeals to God to win His sympathy and grace 
are made directly to God by the nayaki. Whenever such appeals 
do not find a positive response, the nayaki becomes dejected and 
depressed to such an extent that she finds it difficult to express 
her grief in words. In such a situation, an imaginary mother or 
a close companion is brought into the scene as spokesperson to 
bring the pathetic condition of the nayaki to the attention of God. 
This is how the Alvar's spiritual craving assumes a poetic fervour 
to dramatize his state of helplessness. In all these instances it is 
the same Alvar who speaks to convey his inner feelings to God. 

Andal, the only female mystic among the Alvars, takes on a 
role of a cowherd maid who is in deep love with God Krsna. 
In her case, the craving is for a spiritual marriage with her Lord. 
As a female she fits well into this role of a typical bride who 
desires to convey her love to the bridegroom. The erotic emotion 
(srngara rasa or rati-bhava) is very common in the religious poetry 
of the Hindus. We even find this in iconography and miniature 
paintings of Rajput and Kangra schools which have used the 
Radha-Krsna motif freely. In Hindu religion Meera, a female 
mystic of 16th century, provides an example of deep love to 
Lord Krsna in an erotic form. In Christianity St. Theresa of 16th 
century stands as an example of bridal mysticism. 

IV. Mysticism of Nammdlvar 

Nammalvar who is considered the greatest of the Alvars, offers 
an excellent example of the theistic mysticism of a high order. 
A large part of the Tiruvdymoli and the Tiruviruttam cover his 
mystic experience. He commences the first two decads of 



Tiruvaymoli as a philosopher by describing the nature of the 
Supreme Being and the ways of attaining Him. Soon after this, 
he resorts to the mystic mood and starts the third decad extol¬ 
ling the quality of saulabhya or easy accessibility of God with a 
pointed reference to the episode of child Krsna who was pun¬ 
ished by mother Yasoda for stealing freshly churned butter. 
Tradition has it that Nammalvar fell into a trance at this point 
and remained unconscious for six months as he could not bear 
that the Supreme Ruler of the universe could subject himself to 
be tied with a rope to a mortar by a human being. In the sub¬ 
sequent decad (1-4), the Alvar resorts to a mental state in which 
he pours out his pangs of separation from God with an appeal 
to Him for communion. Here he poses himself as the consort 
of God (nayakl) who is separated from her beloved Lord (nayaka) 
and conveys the grief through the birds and objects of nature 
and appeals to God for communion. There are serveral decads 
of this kind in the Tiruvaymoli containing mystic element with 
rich poetic imagery. We also come across several decads in which 
the Alvar, after having had glimpses of God, expresses the sense 
of joy by singing His glory. The two themes—grief induced by 
separation ( vislesa ) and joy caused by temporary union ( samslesa ) 
alternate in several parts of the Tiruvaymoli. 

The longing of the soul for communion with God is portrayed 
throughout the poem. The kind of divine vision sought for is not 
a temporary vision of God achieved through the Yogic percep¬ 
tion. Nor is it the visual perception of God in the form of area 
deities in the temples. On the contrary, what he seeks is the 
direct vision of God in His full form and glory as in His eternal 
abode ( paramapada ). This kind of divine vision is possible only 
in the state of moksa after the soul becomes disembodied. Thus, 
the mystic saint who longs for such divine vision passes through 
four states. These are: (1) Mental perception of God ( manasa - 
saksatkara) leading to an ardent desire for an external perception 
of God ( bahya-samslesa ); (2) Mystic experience during the period 
of separation from God ( vislesa ) caused by the absence of com¬ 
munion; (3) Mystic experience during the joyful state of com¬ 
munion with God (samslesa); and (4) Intense yearning for an 
uninterrupted vision of God leading to eternal communion with 
God. We shall explain each one of these on the basis of the 
selected hymns of the Tiruvaymoli . 
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Mental Perception of God 

The first aspect of Nammalvar's mysticism consists in the ex¬ 
perience of God through Yogic perception which is distinct from 
the ordinary visual perception. It arises normally after the prac¬ 
tice of Yogic sadhana or the bhakti-yoga as outlined in the 
Bhagavadgitd. It can also be secured by a few individuals blessed 
by the grace of God without going through the ordeal of bhakti- 
yoga as in the case of the Alvars and other saints. Nammalvar 
was a born yogi and was blessed with this mental faculty. As 
one gifted with divine knowledge, he was able to perceive God 
through Yogic perception as is evident in the opening verse of 
the TinivdymoU . Pillan, the earliest and authoritative commen¬ 
tator states in his brief preface to the TiruvaymoU : "The Alvar 
after having experienced the Supreme Person in His true form 
through his mental perception speaks out in the way he enjoyed 
Him out of the unsurpassable joy caused by such an experi¬ 
ence." This view has been endorsed by all the Vaisnava Acaryas. 

That Nammalvar had visions of God through mental percep¬ 
tion becomes evident from the fact that he expresses repeatedly 
a deep craving for a direct face to face encounter with God and 
desires to converse with Him. This kind of communion is de¬ 
scribed as bdhya-samslesa or external physical communion as 
distinct from mdnasa-sdksdtkdra, communion through mental 
perception. A close study of the hymns will reveal this fact. The 
divine wisdom (mati) and the loving devotion to God (nalam) 
together with the taste of divine glory experienced through 
mental perception thus marks the beginning of the mysticism of 
Nammalvar. 

Mystic Experience during Vislesa 

After experiencing God through the mental perception, the mystic 
saint develops an urge for a direct communion with God and 
desires to see Him visually. But this cannot happen for reasons 
explained earlier and so he suffers in him a frustration and 
anguish. When he is overtaken by intense grief on account of 
the separation from God, he gives expression to his inner feel¬ 
ings in different ways. One of the methods which is more often 
adopted by the Alvar is to appeal To God through the media of 
the birds and objects of nature. The birds selected to serve as 
emissaries are the stork, the cuckoo, the swan, the anril bird 



(i cakravaka ), the puvai (myna), the heron, the parrot and the bee. 
The objects of nature are generally the clouds, the sea and the 
chill wind. The hymns addressed to them are rich with poetic 
imagery. They contain not only mystical elements but also the 
description of divine attributes. They are not 'love songs' or 'girl 
poems' as some western scholars have observed but they are 
actually intended to convey the different aspects of divine glory. 1 

The 4th decad of the first centum of Tiruvaymolj, depicts for 
the first time the pangs of separation. Here the Alvar as a grief- 
stricken nayaki employs the birds as emissaries to carry a mes¬ 
sage to the Lord. Beckoning a pair of stork he says: 

You young sympathetic stork, with pretty plumes, take 
pity on me and go on an errand along with your male 
partner to deliver a message to the Lord who wields the 
banner with the symbol of the Garuda.... 

Addressing the swan he appeals: 

You lucky pair of swans, with gentle gait, go and tell the 
Lord, who as Vamana pervaded the entire universe, that 
here lies one whose sins are inexhaustible and who is 
suffering from a disturbed state of mind. 

Looking at the heron he begs: 

You lovely heron, when you see Naranan, the sole sustainer 
of the seven worlds, tell Him that here is one who is 
shedding tears; though he may be a sinner, he cannot be 
thrown away. 

In a pathetic tone, the Alvar speaks to the bee: 

You bee with lovely hoops, when you meet my gracious 
Lord, please inform Him that he should shower His grace 
on me before I lose my life and request Him to pass this 
way in the street some day riding on His mount {garuda ) 
so that I may steal a glance at Him. 

Addressing the pet parrot he implores: 


1. See p. 193 fn 1 and 2. 




166 Philosophy and Theistic Mysticism of the Alvars 

O my young parrot, go to Tirumal who only sees my faults 
and enquire: 'what wrong she has committed so as not to 
merit His mercy'. 1 

These hymns taken literally refer to the mystic's emotional 
feelings which are transmitted through the media of birds. 
Actually they signify one of the ways in which a mystic contem¬ 
plates on God's noble traits. The main purport of this decad, as 
the author of the Idu and Vedanta Desika have explained, is to 
emphasise the divine attribute of forgiveness (aparadha-sahaiz'a). 
This idea is implied in one of the hymns (1.4-7) and the divine 
qualities referred to in the remaining hymns of this decad sub¬ 
stantiate this primary divine attribute. 2 

In the later part of the Tiruvdymoli, Nammafvar devotes three 
more decads (VI-1, VI-8 and IX-7) exclusively to convey the 
pangs of separation through the birds and other messengers. In 
all these messages he appeals to the major divine traits such as 
His willingness to offer protection to the grief stricken devotees 
(< arta-raksanatva ), His loving disposition to have intimate relation 
with them ( dsrita-ekarasyam ) and His enchanting beauty (soundarya) 
as manifested in His iconic form. 3 

In the first set of verses (VI-1) addressed to the area Deity at 
Tiruvanvandur (a pilgrim centre in Kerala), the Alvar appeals 
to the Lord in submissive tone in order to arouse His sympathy. 
Thus he says while addressing the birds: 

You herds of heron, go unto my Lord residing permanently 
in Tiruvanvandur and convey the depth of this sinner's 
love with folded hands. 

Oh stork of fine complexion, go and report my condition 
with folded hands. 

You swans, go to my Lord wearing the tulasi garland 
and offer worship on my behalf with folded hands. 

You lovely cuckoos, meet my Lord and bring unto me 
heartening news. 4 


1. TVM 1.4.1, 3, 5, 6, 7. 

2. See DTR, verse 11.4. 

3. See Acarya Hrdaya-sutra, 156. 

4. TVM VI.l, 1, 2, 5, 6. 




In the second set of hymns (VI-8) devoted to convey the 
message to the Lord through the same media, the Alvar touches 
upon the loving disposition of God to have intimate relation 
with the devotees (dsrita ekarasyam). Thus, addressing the stork 
he says: 

You, the immaculate stork with flawless white plumes, 
please spare a day for me, meet the Lord of the celestials 
and enquire how long this sinner should languish in this 
condition and tell Him that no one ether than He is refuge 
for me. 1 

In the third set of songs (IX-7) covering the messages to the 
area Deity at Tirumulikkalam (a pilgrim centre in Kerala), the 
Alvar touches upon the enchanting beauty of the Lord to make 
Him realize the unfairness of forsaking the devotees. Thus he 
says: 

You flocks of cranes and herons seeking food in the ponds, 
the Lord resides in cool Mulikkalam, whose eyes, hands 
and feet are like lotus, whose lips resemble the red fruit 
and the complexion matches the lotus leaf; please go there 
and enquire: 'Are we not fit company for Him?' 

You tiny heron, strutting happily in the waters, go and 
report to my Lord who resides in the Tirumulikkalam 
holding discus in the hand, wearing tulasi garland on the 
crown, that it is not fair to have gone away leaving me 
alone with eyes full of tears and with my breasts shrinking. 2 

The grief caused by separation from God which becomes un¬ 
bearable for a mystic even for a moment 3 is described in a dif¬ 
ferent manner. In one of the decads (II-l), the Alvar in the guise 
of the grief stricken nayaki imagines that the objects of nature 
around him are also afflicted with the same kind of grief as his 
own by developing a desire to enjoy divine glory. In the mystic 
mood he superimposes his own pathetic condition on the birds 
(stork and anril bird) and objects of nature such as the sea, cool 
breeze, the clouds, the moon, the dark night, the back water and 


1. TVM VI.8.8. 

2. Ibid. IX.7.3 and 9. 

3. See DTR 23 Saureh ksanaviraha-dasa dussahatvam jagada. 
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the flame of an oil lamp. The white colour of the stork is looked 
upon as a decoloration in its body due to separation from its 
lover as in his own case. The cry of the anril bird is treated as 
a cry of agony on account of separation. The roaring sea is taken 
to be grief-stricken for not attaining God. The chill wind is 
imagined to be suffering without sleep day and night and grop¬ 
ing in search of God. The clouds pouring rain appear to the 
Alvar as shedding tears for not being able to see Madhusudan 
(God). The waning moon is regarded as suffering from mental 
depression. The heat of the flame of the oil lamp is imagined 
to have been generated by the separation from the Lord as in 
his own case. 1 

The mystic saint is also subjected to varying mental dispo¬ 
sitions and consequent changes in the physical conditions. Sev¬ 
eral decads of Tiruvaymoli depict in a pathetic way these con¬ 
ditions. Generally these descriptive accounts are conveyed by 
the Alvar through the media of the imaginary mother of the 
maiden or her companions. In the 4th decad of second centum, 
the mother describes that the daughter afflicted with grief is 
rattling with a dejected mind and searching for God all over the 
place. Her body is emaciating like the melting wax. She is crying 
with hands uplifted and prattling the names of God. While 
standing speechless she bursts out suddenly with words signi¬ 
fying the glory of God with a choked voice. The mother pleads: 

Neither sunrise nor sunset, my daughter knows and yet 
her mouth utters, 'tulasl cool and fragrant, studded with 
honey' O Lord, holding the discus, what indeed do you 
propose to do with this innocent girl? 2 

In another decad (VI-6), the physical condition of the God- 
hungry mystic is graphically presented. The mother speaks: 

My daughter with fragrant locks bedecked with flowers, 
being engrossed in the thought of the Lord who measured 
the entire universe with His three strides, has lost her 
bangles. 


1. TVM II I 1-10. 

2. Ibid. II.4.9. 



Meditating on the Lord possessing lovely lips and lotus 
colour eyes and also decorated with tulasl garland, she has 
lost her fair complexion. 

Steeped in meditation on the Supreme Being, she is 
thrown into a state of mental imbalance. 

Buried in meditation over the enchanting beauty of the 
divine body, she has lost control over the body. 

Engrossed in the thoughts of the Lord who wears the 
cool tulasl garland and the majestic crown, she has lost 
everything that belongs to her. 1 

The best account of the mystic's condition during the state of 
abject dejection is found in the 2nd decad of seventh centum 
which is addressed to Lord Rariganatha, the presiding deity of 
Srlrangam. The mother of the grief-stricken nayaki speaks: 

This maiden knows no sleep either in the day or night; 
weeping all the time with handful of tears from the eyes; 
she utters the words with folded palms, 'O Conch,' 'O 
Discus/ These are the lotus eyes;' she reels all over the 
floor and searches for her Lord from whom she cannot 
bear separation. What do you propose to do for her? 

This lady with full of tears in her eyes queries: 

What shall I do to get at you, O Lord of Tiruvarangam? 
Panting and breathing hot, she cries "Come before me" O 
Lord, is this all the mercy you show to me? 

This maiden is motionless sometimes and at times she 
moves about; she remains insensitive but still is seen with 
folded palms; she faints exclaiming, 'God-love is indeed 
hard to endure.' She says, 'O Lord, you are unto me much 
too severe.' 

The^ mother pleads: 

O Lord of the celestials, the daughter beckons you with 
joined palms; and gazing at the sky she asks: How and 
when I can look for you? 2 


1. TVM VI.6.1, 2, 5, 6, 10. 

2. Ibid. VII.2.1, 2, 4, 8. 
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The dejected mood of the mystic saint during the period of 
separation from God is portrayed in a different manner. One of 
the decads (IV-4) describes in the words of the mother how the 
Alvar as a nayaki behaves in a strange manner by running after 
the objects which have some resemblance to God or things which 
are associated with Him even remotely. When he looks at the 
particles of earth on the ground, he speaks aloud that this is the 
same earth as trodden by Vamana. By looking at the skv, he 
worships it with the thought that it is the eternal abode of his 
Lord ( Vaikuntha ). The ocean in front of him is spoken as the 
same milky ocean in which his Lord reposes. By looking at the 
morning sun with the red hue, he is reminded of the complexion 
of Sridhara. On seeing the red flame of the burning fire, he calls 
it Acyutan (the name of Supreme Being). The touch of the cool 
breeze arouses in him the memory of Govinda (Krsna) returning 
from the grazing field with the cows. The bright full moon 
reminds him Olivannan (the name of Krsna who possesses the 
bright complexion). When he sees a hill, he beckons it saying 
'Come O NedumaT. The young calves appear to his eyes as the 
same calves as were tended by Govinda. He runs after the young 
crawling cobra saying that it is the soft bed of the Lord. The 
sight of the folk dancers carrying pot on the head makes him 
imagine that it is the rasa-krtda played at Brndavan. The dark 
blue colour of the clouds bring to his memory the complexion 
of Hari. The sweet sound of a flute reminds him of Krsna play¬ 
ing on the flute and he is thrown into rapture. In a pathetic tone, 
the mother describes the grief stricken condition of the Alvar: 

My daughter looks all around repeatedly for Kannan; and 
then looks far across, with her eyes wide open (thinking 
that He may be standing at a distance); (feeling dis¬ 
appointed) tears roll down in the eyes; she then sweats and 
wilts; with a deep sigh; she fondly beckons to Kanna, the 
Lord. 1 

The strange behaviour of the dejected mystic-saint is pre¬ 
sented in an interesting way. In one of the decads (IV-6) 
Nammalvar is depicted as a maiden possessed with an evil spirit. 


1. TVM IV.4 10. 



On the advice of a gypsy, the imaginary mother and the close 
relatives of the maiden decide to resort to the worship of the 
village Goddess to ward off the evil spirit. At this stage a close 
friend of the maiden intervenes and tells them that this is not 
a mental disorder caused by any evil spirit but it has arisen as 
a result of the A]var being deprived of the cherished communion 
with God. She points out that the performance of ritual dance 
to anneHse the village deity is not the actual remedy; on the 
contrary, the utterance of words such as sarika and cakra will 
hpln to cure the disorder. She stronelv advises that the drum- 

i j 

beats with the offer of meat, toddy, cooked colour rice to pro¬ 
pitiate the deity would be of no use; but the recitation of the 
names of the Supreme Being and smearing the body with the 
dust collected from the feet of the devotees of God would be 
the appropriate cure for the malady. Thus she says: 

O mothers you are dancing as possessed persons; the illness 
will only increase but not subside. Instead you smear the 
body of this young lady with the dust of the feet of devotees 
of the Lord Visnu; no other remedy would work so well. 1 

These hymns indirectly convey the fact that the exclusive 
worship of Visnu and His devotees is the sure remedy for the 
mental affliction of Vaisnavas. 2 

Allied to such a strange behaviour, the Alvar during the state 
of separation craves for the tulasi leaf that was placed on the feet 
of the Supreme Lord at the time He manifested Himself as an 
infant on the nyagrodha leaf. He pines for the fragrant tulasi worn 
by the Lord Krsna during the folk-dance with the gopis. He also 
expresses his madness after the tulasi offered to the Supreme 
Lord during the incarnations as Varaha, Vamana and Rama. The 
deep devotion to God makes him forget that it is impossible to 
obtain it. The mother complains: 

O Ladies, what shall I do with my daughter? She does not 
listen to me. Being immature and young, she is well beyond 
my control. She is getting thinner day by day. She wants 


1. TVM IV.6.6. 

2. See DTR 40 devam pracikhyapat svapranayisu bhisajam. 
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to decorate her languishing breast with tulasi worn by 
Kannan whose broad chest is bedecked with shining jewels. 1 

These hymns indirectly extol the holiness of tulasi which is 
dear to Lord Krsna. 

When the mystic is overtaken by intense depression accom¬ 
panied with anger due to the undue delay on the part of the 
Lord to commune with him, he resorts to a state of defiance and 
even accuses God for being dishonest. This mental attitude is 
portrayed in a decad (VI-2) in the form of a dialogue between 
the Lord as the lover and the Alvar as the luved one. A situation 
is imagined in which the grief stricken maideri becomes dejected 
after patiently waiting for a long time for the return of the lover 
and she decides to remain passive even if the lover approaches 
her voluntarily. As is expected the lover who is also yearning 
for union, approaches her and makes an effort to enter into a 
dialogue with his partner indirectly through the media of her 
pet birds and play things since he is hesitant to talk directly for 
fear of reproach. The maiden resents every advance made by her 
beloved Lord and chastises Him for His negligence, deceit and 
lack of fidelity. The hymns read: 

I fear that your other favourite damsels will scold you (for 
having come here); I know all your mischief but it no longer 
matters....You better go away from this place; you may go 
anywhere you wish but leave my play things here. 

O Sir, you better stay away from us and try your pranks 
on other maidens; I do not know who are those blessed 
damsels who would enjoy this great person who churned 
the deep ocean. 

O Sir, do not speak to us with pretentious words, be¬ 
cause your deceits are well-known all over the world. You 
should refrain from playing with our mina birds and 
parrots. 2 

This type of anger which is mixed with love is known as 
pranaya-kopa. It is a situation which is wantonly created by God 


1. TVM IV.2.10. 

2. Ibid. VI.2.1, 3, 5. 



Himself as part of the divine play which He enacts for the 
enlightenment of His devotees. 1 

In a dejected mood the Alvar blames himself for the suffering 
to which he is subjected by the pangs of separation. In moving 
terms he cries out: 

Devoid of merit, I am indeed a humble person and yet the 
evil in me looms large, you do not respond io my ardent 
appeal; neither do youxome and let me see your enchanting 
form; nor do you lift me up into your sweet fold. 

I must have committed many sins and you do not, there¬ 
fore, appear before this sinner though I beckon you often 
with melting heart and tearful eyes. 

I have not given alms, nor did I quench the thirst of 
others; I have not restrained my five senses; I have not 
worshipped the Lord with flowers at the appropriate time; 
I am a hard-hearted and ignorant person; I am a heavy 
sinner but still I am groping in the fond hope of beholding 
the Lord. When shall I see Him? 2 

During the state of intense dejection, the mystic saint feels 
that his body, the physical charm, the ornaments and dress and 
the very life itself are of no value since these are not of any 
attraction to God. The Alvar as grief stricken nayaki says: 

My lovely complexion is of no use to me if it does not 
attract the Lord. 

I shall discard my docile mind if it is not pleasing to God. 

I shall abjure my modesty if it does not get His attention. 

My knowledge is futile if it is not useful to offer service 
to God. 

I would not need bangles and garments that are not liked 
by Him. 

I have no need for this body disliked by the Supreme 
Being. 


1. See DTR 71 purnatvdt gopandrijana sulabhatayd....moksasparsecchayd ca svayam 

abhisarati itydha Jcrsnam sathdrih. 

See also p. 257. 

2. TVM IV.7.1, 4 and 9. 
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Even my soul is hardly of any value if it is not of service 
to the Lord. 1 

These hymns convey the theological idea that whatever is not 
of any use for the divine service is to be forsaken. 2 

In an extreme state of such frame of mind, the Alvar prefers 
to die than live in the surrounding of the folks who do not have 
any love for God and indulge in the pursuit of sensual pleasures. 
Thus, he pleads in a pathetic manner: 

Pray, take me out of this sprawling world where all creatures 
are grounded by the wheel of birth, death, disease, old age 
and hell. 3 

Driven to desperation due to the non-fulfilment of the cher¬ 
ished objective, the mystic reverts to the drastic step of censur¬ 
ing the lover by exposing him in public with the hope of secur¬ 
ing reunion with him. It was a common practice among the 
ancient Tamils to adopt this step known as madal (riding on a 
palmyra stem as a horse in the open streets) by the aggrieved 
lover. Both Nammalvar and Tirumangai Alvar exhibit their deep 
love for God by adopting this practice for the purpose of win¬ 
ning His sympathy for communion with Him. The hymns relat¬ 
ed to this episode (V-3) reveal that Nammalvar as a ndyakx 
contemplates to take recourse to madal but she is dissuaded from 
it by the imaginary mates on the ground of public reproach. The 
reaction of the Alvar to the pleadings of the mates as stated in 
the hymns exhibits the remorse and helpless condition of the 
mystic and also his intense love to God. In the guise of the ndyakx 
he says: 

My Lord with eyes like red lotus has robbed my modesty; 
my compexion is gone, my body is thinning, the hue of my 
red lips and black eyes is becoming pale; what indeed 
would the reproach of these folks do for me? 


1. TVM IV.8.1 to 9. 

The ideas expressed in these hymns are reflected by Yamuna in the Stotraratna. 
See verse 57. 

2. See DTR 43 syad-visnoh yadyupeksd tad-idam-akhilam 

unmulamyah tadiyaih. 


3. TVM IV.9.5. 



O my friend, I shall surely resort to madal; I swear that 
I shall expose in all possible ways, the Lord of the celestials, 
who stole my mind, modesty and chastity. 

Shaking off all propriety, I shall ride that palmyra stem 
(like a horse) through every street in town and make all 
women shout along with me in full sympathy with accu¬ 
sations against Him (by taking recourse to the madal)', I 
shall procure from my Lord the cool tulasJ garland and 
adorn myself with it. 1 

Even in the midst of mental afflictions the mystic-saint seeks 
to find some comfort for the disturbed mind. There is more than 
one way in which he attempts to derive mental solace. Quite 
often Nammalvar yearns to visit a holy shrine where the Su¬ 
preme Lord resides as an area deity with the fond hope of securing 
the vision of God in His full splendour. There are several decads 
in the Tiruvaymoli which depict earnest desire of the Alvar to 
visit the shrines and his physical inability of reaching the place. 2 
His mind runs from one holy place to the other with an ardent 
appeal to God to grant him direct vision. Thus for instance, the 
Alvar seeks a communion with the Lord Aravamudan conse¬ 
crated at Tirukkudandai (a pilgrim centre in South India) but the 
Lord does not grant him the vision. The Alvar pleads: 

My Lord, with eyes like red lotus, you repose in Kudandai 
surrounded with rich and fertile lands; I do cry, worship, 
sing, dance, prattle and bow my head with shyness; I look 
for you in different directions loaded with sins; you show 
me the way to attain you. 3 

In the same way, he pleads before the Lord of Srirangam and 
the deities of a few other important Vaisnava centres. Though 
the Alvar finds some comfort in singing the glory of these area 
deities, he feels disappointed by not securing the fuller and direct 
vision of God. 


1. TVM V.3.2, 9, 10. 

2. Ibid. V.9 

Here it is depicted that the Alvar desires to visit Tiruvallavay (the pilgrim 
centre in Kerala) for a communion with the Lord but being unable to reach 
the place, he assumes the role of ndyaJct and speaks out his love for the deity. 

3. ibid. V.8.5. 
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Another way in which the Alvar attempts to derive comfort 
is to contemplate on the deeds of the Supreme Lord during His 
various incarnations in general and in particular the avatara of 
Krsna which is the nearest in point of time. 1 The last decad of 
the fifth centum speaks of the incarnations on which he contem¬ 
plates to sustain himself. He takes special pleasure in contem¬ 
plating on the mysterious deeds of Krsna. He says: 

My mind melts like a wax placed on fire whenever I 
meditate on the Lord's wondrous deeds; how he consumed 
all the foods to be offered to the chief of the devas (Indra), 
how he did repel the rains holding the hill aloft and how, 
long ago. He created, swallowed the earth, spanned and 
pulled it out from the deep water. 2 

Elsewhere he speaks with delight: 

Night and day I sing the wonderful exploits of my Lord 
Krsna, the manner He danced with the milkmaids, the way 
he lifted the Govardhana hill, the manner he danced on the 
hood of the serpent in the deep water.... 3 

More importantly, the Alvar identifies himself with the milk¬ 
maid of Brndavan and enjoys the glory of God-incamate Krsna 
by contemplating on the experience that the gopis had with 
Krsna. There are two decads (IX-9 and X-3) which describe 
graphically in a mystic language the pangs of separation expe¬ 
rienced by the milkmaids on an evening when Krsna returns 
home after grazing the cattle and on a morning when he pro¬ 
ceeds to the jungle with the cattle. On certain evenings, Krsna 
would return sounding the bugle with the cattle following him, 
while on other days he would allow the cattle to go ahead and 
he himself would come later. The little delay in Krsna's appear¬ 
ance would cause them anguish. The fragrance of the flowers, 
the sounds of the birds, cattle bells etc., and the sights of the 
evening would intensify their passion and frustration. The Alvar 
in the guise of the milkmaid speaks: 


1 . 


2 . 

3. 


According to tradition, Nammalvar who is claimed to have been bom 43 days 
after the Kaliyuga just missed Krsna in His incarnated form by a few weeks 
and hence his special attachment to thi£ avatara. 


TVM V.10.5. 


Ibid. VL4.1, 2. 



Alas, the cool southern breeze laden with the fragrance of 
jasmine cuts me asunder like the unrelenting shaft; the 
melodious sound of the evening music pierces my ears; the 
evening sun puts me into a state of ecstacy; the pretty 
clouds lit by the crimson sky tear me into pieces. Alas, I 
do not know where 1 can resort and survive the lingering 
memory of my Lord who had embraced me with blooming 
eyes. 

The evening has arrived but not my Lord; the cows mingle 
with the hefty bulls and their bells do tinkle; alas, the sweet 
music of the flute is tantalizing; the bees gather honey from 
the flowers diving deep into them, the roaring sea rends 
the air; and how can I now put up with these that appear 
to conspire against me. 1 

In the later decad (X-3) the Alvar in the role of the milkmaids 
dissuades Krsna from going to the fields in the early morning 
to graze the cattle on the pretext that it is unbearable for them 
to be separated from him for the whole day and that the journey 
to the desolate jungle is also beset with dangers of attacks by 
Karhsa's spies. In the words of the milkmaid, the Alvar cries: 

Alas, my arms which are slender as bamboo have thinned 
down; I have become weak and lonely but you take no note 
of it; the pretty koels coo and the peacocks move together 
in joy; if you go away to graze the cattle, a day seems like 
a thousand ages; your lotus eyes torment our minds and 
oppress us. O Kanna, you do not show us any compassion. 2 

The various steps taken to secure the direct and comprehen¬ 
sive vision of God end up in greater disappointment to the 
Alvar. He often makes pathetic appeals to God to appear before 
him in*His true form with full splendour. Thus he cries: 

O Benefactor Great, My Lord, holding the valiant discus, 
who churned the deep ocean and delivered the nectar; as 
I am eager to behold you with your lovely four shoulders, 
I want you to come up to me right now; greedily I look 


1. TVM IX.9.1, 10. 

2. Ityd. X.3.1. 
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around with tears flowing in the eyes and the soul drying 
up. 1 

In a similar strain he pathetically appeals: 

Wondrous Lord, O Vamana, O Kanna who is beyond the 
reach of this sinner, you possess eyes, hands and feet like 
freshly bloomed lotus; a gait which resembles the huge 
lotus pond as if in motion. May you please appear before 
me for a day at least. 

I call you many times with dried eyes and parched lips 
to appear before me but alas, you do not turn up to enable 
me to behold you at least once.... 

O Lord, come before me, or else call me into your pres¬ 
ence that I may serve your lotus feet. 2 

We have so far presented_ the different facets of one aspect 
of mystic experience of the Alvar during the period of separa¬ 
tion from God. Before we go to the next aspect of mysticism, 
we may try to understand the underlying significance of these 
uncommon psychological behaviour of the mystic. We have 
already explained the significance of the symbology of the lover 
and the beloved. The specific question with which we are con¬ 
cerned here is whether the mystic saint truly passes through 
these mental states or whether these are mere poetic imagina¬ 
tions to convey the devotional fervour of God-intoxicated Alvar. 
According to the Vaisnava Acaryas who have made an indepth 
study of the hymns, the Alvar did actually experience them. The 
varied mental dispositions and the physical conditions are the 
outward manifestations of bhakti. These are not uncommon for 
a mystic who longs for a divine vision. These manifold states 
are described as sancari-bhava and sattvika-bhava by the expo¬ 
nents of the Indian Alankara-sastra or Science of Rhetoric. These 
are different ancilliary moods associated with the main bhava 
known as sthayi-bhava, which in this case is divine love of Bhagavat- 
bhakti. Among the saints of the modern period, Thyagaraja (18th 
century), a musical composer and an ardent devotee of Rama 


1. TVM IV.7.5. 

2. Ibid. Vin.5.1, 2 , 7. 
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has exhibited these bhdvas} It is therefore, nothing unusual for 
the God-intoxicated Alvars to have experienced the varied states 
depicted in their hymns. 

Mystic Experience during the State of Samslesa 
We now take up the next aspect of mysticism depicting the 
joyful experience of God which takes place as and when the 
Alvar had glimpses of God's vision. As explained earlier, such 
a vision arises either as a result of the Yogic meditation or it may- 
come to the mystic out of divine grace in response to his ardent 
prayers. In either case, it lasts only for a short duration. Though 
the Alvar does not openly say when he had such a divine vision, 
it can be inferred from the tone and the theme of the hymns in 
a particular decad. Generally, the decad in which the hymns are 
sung in praise of God with a sense of joy is preceded by a decad 
in which the hymns are sung in a melancholy tone. This indi¬ 
cates that the Alvar first passed through the state of grief caused 
by separation from God and later he was blessed with brief 
visions of God in response to his ardent appeals. 

Thus, in the first decad of the second centum, Nammalvar 
exhibits his grief caused by separation from God and he uncon¬ 
sciously identifies his own condition with that of the birds and 
a few objects of nature. 1 2 In the next two decads he bursts out 
with delight extolling the glorious divine attibutes. He would 
have definitely had a glimpse of God's vision as is evident from 
his own words: 

O, thou mind, dwelling in this physical body, you are indeed 
good, because of you, this humble subservient person could 
mingle with Madhusudan, the chief of the celestials and 
dissolve into Him like honey, milk, ghee, sugarcane juice 
and nectar. 3 


1. See Dr. V. Raghavan: The Spiritual Heritage of Thyagaraja, Chapter Vm. 

2. See p. 195. 

3. TVM n.3.1 tdnum ydnum elldm tannulle kalandu oljnddm. The word kalartdu indicates 
communion (samSlesa) with God. 

See Pillan AP tammode kalandu arulina padiye solluhirdr. Here the description of 
the samslesa in terms of the combination of all the sweetest objects is intended 
to convey the idea that the experience of God is the most enjoyable. 

See DTR 15 citrasvdddnubhuti. 
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In the subsequent hymns, the Alvar expresses with joy his 
gratitude for securing samslesa by way of praising the Lord: 

There is none above you, O Lord of wonders and none 
equal to you and yet you would assume different forms 
like all others; you are the life-giver to one and all, the 
mother that gave birth to me, the father and preceptor, and 
I cannot comprehend all the favours done to me. 1 

He acknowledges his achievement in a more specific way: 

Right in this birth and in a short period, I have attained 
what others achieve by the arduous penance practised over 
ages. 2 

In the 5th decad of the second centum which follows imme¬ 
diately after the 4th decad (II-4) in which the pangs of separation 
suffered by the Alvar is described, he speaks with delight that 
God Himself with His full splendour blessed him with commun¬ 
ion. Thus he says: 

The Lord mingled with my soul which He chose as a lovely 
heaven; He wears a beautiful garland, a shining crown, 
conch and discus, sacred thread and necklace; His eyes are 
red like lotus, so also His lips and feet; His body is of 
golden colour. 3 

In the next hymn, the Alvar describes vividly how God with 
His glory mingled with him in full measure: 

O what a wonder, the Lord in whose chest Tiru (Goddess 
SrT) is seated, in whose naval Brahma is accommodated 
and in a part of the body Aran (Rudra) is given a place. 
His body beams with unique brilliance and His eyes aglow 
like the red lotus. Such a Lord mingled with me in full 
leaving no part of my body untouched. 4 


1. 

2 . 
3. 


4. 


TVM U.3.2. 

Ibid. II.3.8. 

Ibid . 11.5.1. 

See Pillan, AP divyarupattode vandu ennode kalandarulinan. 

cp. Bhagavata X.32.2 tasdm avirabhut saurih smayamarui mukhdmbujah 

pitdmbara-dharah srjgvl sdksat-manmatha-manmathah. 

Ibid. II.5.3. 

See also Pillan, AP samasta pradesattalum kalandu arulinan. 



Elsewhere (1-9), the Alvar expresses the presence of God in 
every part of his body, thereby implying the divine communion 
(samslesa) in full measure (sarvavayava samslesa). He says: 

My Lord is around me... He is near me ...He is inside 
me ...He is seated on my hip....He stays in my heart ...He 
has mounted on my shoulders....He rests in my tongue ...He 

has entered into my eyes.He is right now on my 

forehead....He is actually on my head itself. 1 

In a later part of the TiruvaymoU (VIII-7 and 8), the saint 
openly states that God Himself on His own has sought a com¬ 
munion with the Alvar and revealed to him His true form: 

I invoked the grace of my Lord Vamana for a long time 
to lift me up into His golden feet....I now find that He 
Himself has been very keen to get hold of me; He has now 
come right inside me and is looking at me, all the time. 

He has planted Himself truly in my heart, with His 
immaculate resplendent form. 2 

The Alvar speaks of the grandeur of the divine personality 
as visualized by him: 

The cloud-hued Lord of unique grandeur, with wide eyes, 
red lips, sparkling white teeth and wearing pearl pendants, 
bright crown, having four shoulders with bow, conch, 
discus, sword and mace, stands inside this humble servant. 3 

In this connection, it is important to know the nature of the 
communion ( samslesa ) that Alvar had with God. The Tamil words 
kalaivi, punarci, puhundu, etc., used in the hymns and the com¬ 
mentaries convey the idea of actual physical contact or the sexual 
union, as in the case of the lovers. Though the Alvars have 
adopted^ the metaphor of conjugal love, the 'union' referred to 
in the hymns is not to be understood as union of lovers in the 
erotic sense. In view of the philosophical significance of the 


1. TVM 1.9.1 to 10. 

See also Pillan, AP isvarati sdtmikka sdtmikka 

sarvdyava samslesam patinina 
anubhava-rasattai arula seyhirdr. 

2. TVM VIII.7.1, 4. 

3. Ibid. VIH.8.1. 





182 Philosophy and Theistic Mysticism of the Alvars 

imagery of lover and beloved as explained earlier, the 
consumation of the spiritual love towards Paramatman is to be 
taken as the mental vision of the mystic saint as coming into 
closer contact with God rather than actual physical union. The 
justification for such an explanation is that according to the 
Vedanta, neither the direct visual perception of God nor the 
physical union of the material body of an individual soul with 
the transcendental spiritual God is possible. According to the 
Visistadvaita Vedanta such a communion between the jwatman 
(soul) and Paramatman in the sense of samya or equal status can 
take place only in the state of moksa after the soul is totally 
liberated from bondage. 1 2 The description of sarhslesa found in the 
Alvar's hymns is a mental experience ( manasanubhava ). In the 
words of Ramanuja, it is darsana-samdndkdra jhdna or an expe¬ 
rience similar to what one would have actually seen. 

It cannot be said that such descriptions about the communion 
with God and the vision of God's grandeur are poetic imagina¬ 
tions because the hymns portray the divine beauty as actually 
experienced by the Alvars. In one of the hymns, Nammalvar 
himself states that the divine glory spoken by him is but factual 
(Poyyil pddal)} He himself admits that he is a blessed soul as 
he is enabled to offer direct divine service to the Lord and also 
sing his glory: 

Could there be anything wanting for me for generations to 
come; blest that I am to prostrate lustily and offer garlands 
in the form of hymns to the Lord. 3 

Elsewhere he says that it is only by the grace of God ( arul ) 
that he obtained the communion with God. 4 

Whenever the Alvar experiences the vision of God, the joy 
derived from it manifests itself through certain physical acts and 
vocal expressions. It is common with God-intoxicated mystics 
to manifest outwardly their joy by leaping, dancing and singing 
aloud and by clapping hands. For an outside observer, such a 
behaviour may appear as madness but in the case of a true 


1. See Chapter 6, pp. 167-69. 

2. TVM IV 3.11. 

See Pillan, AP ittanaiyum mey ehgirdr. 

3. TVM IV.5.1. 

4. Ibid. VIII.7.4, 8. 
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devotee it is a natural phenomenon. The Bhagavata Purana refers 
to it in connection with the display of love by the milkmaids 
towards Lord Krsna. It says: 

Of what use is any bhakti in which one's voice does not 
break, eyes do not moisten, hairs do not horripilate and 
one is not able to move? If one could go about in this divine 
madness, now weeping, now laughing, now without any 
shame, sing and dance, verily such a bhakta will please the 
whole world. 

The Indian Rhetoric describes these states of experience as 
sattvika bhavas, external joyful manifestations of the deep love to 
God. Such a behaviour is also exhibited by Nammalvar. He 
condemns people who having experienced the divine glory do 
not act in such a manner. He says: 

What use there can be for those creatures who do not sing 
the Glory of Kannan and who do not leap and dance in 
joy with intense devotion. 

Those who do not sing tunefully the glory of Tirumal 
and fail to jump up and down in joyous ecstacy will again 
fall into the trap of bondage. 1 

The overjoy of the mystic is expressed in a different manner. 
He is so overwhelmed with delight that he wishes to offer his 
body, mind, soul and everything he possesses as an offering of 
worship to God. He regards his mind as soothing sandal paste 
to take off the fatigue caused to the Lord at the time he fought 
with the demons during the incarnation as Rama and Krsna. The 
hymns sung by him in praise of the Lord are treated as garland 
to be used for decorating the divine body. The recitation of the 
names and the salutations offered to God with folded hands are 
offered as ornaments to the Lord of Vaikuntha. The very soul 
is thougfit as a garland of flowers for the purpose of decorating 
the crown. The deep love of the mystic is offered as an apparel 
to the Lord. 2 

Another interesting aspect of joyous experience of a mystic 
is the yearning to enjoy God not merely by the visual organ but 


1. TVM IU.5.1, 2. 

2. Ibid IV.3.1, 2 and 5. 
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also by other sense organs at all times and in all possible ways. 
In one of the decads (III-8), Nammalvar points out that each of 
the sense organs vie with the other, even transcending its physi¬ 
cal limitation, to enjoy God. The mind desires for a visual per¬ 
ception of God. The tongue wishes to perform the function of 
the mind. The hands long to praise the Lord. The eyes wish to 
perform the function of the hands. The ears crave to see the 
Lord. The vital energy (avi) yearns to possess ears to hear the 
songs. 1 

In the exalted state of ecstasy, the super-mystic sees God not 
only within his self but also everywhere. He identifies himself 
with God and speaks out in the words of God. There is a graphic 
display of this mood in one of the decads (V-6) in which the 
Alvar as a maiden conveys his vision of God through the media 
of the imaginary mother. The mother speaks: 

My daughter says that it is she who created this universe 
with seas surrounding it; she permeated the entire universe; 
she took it back from Bali; she pulled it out (from the 
bottom of the ocean); and she retained it in the stomach 
(during deluge). 2 

In the same strain, the Alvar identifies himself with the divine 
deeds, Brahma, Rudra, the celestials, the five elements, the heaven, 
hell and with every conceivable thing in the universe. All these 
words of the maiden are regarded by the bewildered mother as 
the utterances of the daughter possessed with God. Actually, the 
Alvar impersonates as the Supreme Being and tries to derive 
some consolation by speaking about the divine functions and 
glory. This behaviour of the mystic saint is analogous to the 
episode of the milkmaids narrated in the Visnu Parana where 
they enjoy the rapture of rdsakrida (the group dance) but in the 
midst of which Krsna suddenly disappears. Unable to bear the 
separation they impersonate themselves as Krsna and imitate his 
playful deeds to derive some consolation. 

According to the Visistadvaita Vedanta, the term T or the 
Jivatman, connotes ultimately Paramatman as integrally related to 


1. TVM UI.8.2 to 6. 

2. ibid. V.6.1. 




the JIva (j'wa-sariraka paramatma). Such a philosophical explana¬ 
tion is adopted to interpret the statement of sage Vamadeva in 
which he claims: "I am Manu and I am Surya etc/' 1 The impli¬ 
cation of this statement, as interpreted by Ramanuja is that 
Vamadeva perceives that the Paramatman indwelling in his soul 
is the same as the Paramatman indwelling in Manu or Surya. This 
is God-vision which the yogis and the great sages acquire. It is 
in the same sense that Nammaivar says that He is God and not 
in the sense of absolute identity of soul and God. 2 

Final Phase of Mysticism 

We have examined two aspects of mystic experience in the state 
of viraha (separation) and sarhslesa (communion). Viraha inten¬ 
sifies the craving for communion with God. The brief spell of 
communion also does not satisfy the mystic as it is followed 
with separation from God. He, therefore, becomes restless and 
craves for a fuller and direct vision of God. Such an eternal 
communion with God can only be attained after the soul is 
totally liberated from bondage. Nammaivar, therefore, curses 
himself for being entrapped in the body. He prays God to re¬ 
move the shackles of bondage since in his opinion the removal 
of it is to be eventually effected by God's grace. The longer the 
liberation from bondage is delayed, the greater is the anguish 
of the mystic. The patience of the mystic-saint has a limit and 
after a stage it becomes unbearable. This is the state of parama- 
bhakti or the final phase of bhakti-yoga which leads to the direct 
and full vision of God. This is the climax of the Alvar's mystic 
life as is evident from the concluding decad of the tenth centum 
of Tiruvaymoli. Here the Alvar ardently appeals to God and even 
takes an oath in the name of God and His beloved consort to 
liberate him from bondage and bless him with an eternal com- 
muniomwithout any further delay. Thus he appeals ardently: 

Pray, do not deceive me any more; I swear upon the fair 
lady (the consort of God) whose hair is fragrant with flowers 
and who resides on your chest like a garland of flowers; 


1. RV IV.25.1 aham manurabhavam suryasca.... 

See also BrUp III.4.10. 

2. See DTR 64 prabhuh ahnm-buddhi bodhyo anvabhdvi. 

cp. VP VI.7.95 tadbhdva-bfwvam-apannah tato sau paramdtmana, bhavaty-abhedi. .. 
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I take an oath on you; you loved me and mingled with me 
freely as if you and I were one; O come, call me up to your 
lovely feet and delay no more. 1 

This prayer appears to have been answered as Nammalvar 
himself states in the penultimate verse of the Tiruvaymoli that 
at last his ardent craving (avd) for an eternal communion with 
God is fulfilled. 2 In Visistadvaita Vedanta such a union is not 
identity (aikya) but it is sdyujya or attainment of an equal status 
with God and enjoyment of the bliss of the Supreme Being for 
ever without a return to the mundane existence. This is moksa 
according to the Vedanta. The Vaisnava theology following the 
teachings of Nammalvar describes it as nityakaihkarya or eternal 
divine service in the paramapada, the eternal abode of God in an 
uninterrupted way. 3 This is the final goal of theistic mysticism, 
as exemplified by Nammalvar, which comprises the different 
phases of bhakti commencing with mental perception of God 
( para-bhakti ), leading to para-jndna associated with uislesa and 
samslesa and culminating with parama-bhakti that secures the 
eternal communion with God after total liberation from bondage. 

V. Mysticism of Tirumangai Alvar 

Tirumangai Alvar provides another classic example of the the¬ 
istic mysticism. His voluminous Periya Tirumoli and the two 
smaller poems, Siriya Tirumadal and Periya Tirumadal present 
vividly the mystic way of God-experience. Though a large part 
of Tirumoli covers inspired songs in praise of the glory of indi¬ 
vidual area deities or the icons at the various religious centres 
from Badari in the Himalayas to Tirukkurungudi in the extreme 
South India, there are nearly twenty-three decads containing 
significant mystical elements. 

The general pattern of mysticism of Tirumangai Alvar is same 
as that of Nammalvar. Here also the Alvar takes on the role of 
a ndyaki (consort of God) and pours out his devotional love to 
God who is the nayaka , the Beloved Lord with the usual craving 


1. TVM X.10.2. 

2. Ibid. X.10.10 iuyndu adanil periya enmvdvara Sulnddye. 

3. Ibid . IH.2.1. 

See also Chapter 6, pp. 167-69. 
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for communion, followed with the agony during the period of 
separation and then the joyous experience during the period of 
communion. The psychological states starting with simple pain, 
developing itself into distress and depression and later defiance 
and culminating in irrepressible agony are all portrayed in a 
dramatic way. The adoption of the practice of madal to expose 
the lover to the public is also graphically presented in the two 
poems, under the titles of Siriya and Periya Tirumadal. But 
Tirumangai Alvar, unlike Nammalvar, was not a born yogi. As 
we gather from his own prabandham, he was, in his younger 
days, an ordinary individual indulging in sensual pleasures but 
after he was initiated into spiritual life, he became a mystic saint. 
Though tradition believes that he is an incarnation of divine 
weapon (saranga or bow), we do not have any internal evidence 
to show that he embarked on meditation as Nammalvar did, to 
see God through Yogic perception. However, the traditional 
account of his biography and the opening decad of the Periya 
Tirumoli tell us that he had the vision of the Divine Couple in 
the disguise of a newly wedded couple, who imparted to him 
the Ndrdyana mantra containing the quintessence of the Vedanta. 
The acquisition of this spiritual knowledge by the grace of God 
marks the beginning of mysticism for Tirumangai Alvar. In several 
later decads of Tirumoli addressed to the area deities, he openly 
says that he beheld the Supreme Being in the form of the icons 
enshrined at the religious centres. 

A close study of the Periya Tirumoli reveals that Tirumangai's 
experience of God has two aspects. The first one consists of the 
actual visits of the Alvar to the different Vaisnava centres and 
singing the glory of the area deities in the temples. These devo¬ 
tional hymns in praise of God contain vivid description of the 
natural surroundings of the place, the deity concerned and also 
the miraculous deeds performed by God during His incarna¬ 
tions on earth. This aspect of the hymns has great theological 
significance and is covered in an earlier chapter. The second 
aspect of the experience of God contains a strong mystical el¬ 
ement and we shall mainly deal with it now. 

In the 7th decad of the second centum of the Periya Tirumoli, 
we come acoross for the first time the mystic experience of the 
Alvar. The Alvar desires to enjoy God by assuming the role of 
a maiden ( ndyaki) and conveys his devotional feelings through 
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the media of the imaginary mother of the maiden who is so grief 
stricken on account of love for the Lord that she is unable to 
speak The mother reports to the Lord the pathetic condition of 
the daughter with a view to winning His sympathy for her. By 
way of addressing the Deity at Tiruvidavendai (a pilgrim centre 
near Madras), the Alvar in the guise of the mother says: 

O Lord of Tiruvidavendai, this maiden is (no doubt) aware 
of the Goddess Sri who possesses beautiful face like that 
of the shining moon, who is born in the milky ocean along 
with the nectar, who is ever youthful and who resides in 
your chest; but yet she cannot give up her attachment to 
you. Please tell me what you intend to do with this lady 
who possesses lovely eyes and charm and who is also deeply 
devoted to you. 1 

The mother describes her condition: 

O Lord, this girl who has a sweet tongue has not so far 
spoken to her friends with a simile; nor does she annoint 
her breasts with sandal paste; nor does she apply the black 
eyeline to the eyes; nor does she decorate her curly hair 
with flowers. But all the times she speaks about the Lord 
Visnu as one who measured the earth surrounded by the 
oceans. Tell me what you intend to do with her. 

My daughter feels that every moment of her life is like 
an epoch; she cries with such words as the sun is dead, 
the cool southern breeze is burning with heat; she wants 
to pluck her breasts and throw them away. 2 

As in the case of Nammalvar, Tirumangai also conveys his 
agony caused by the separation from God through the emissaries. 
In the 6th decad of the third centum addressed to the area deity 
at Tiruvali (the religious centre close to Tirumangai's birth place) 
we have an example of how he expresses his inner feelings. Here 
he employs the bee as the emissary. He appeals to it: 

O bee, thou trampling on the flowers with your wings 
stretched and associated with your partner, suck the juice 
from the freshly blossomed flowers. Would you report my 

1. PTMn.7.i. 

2. Ibid, n.7.2, 4. 



condition to the Supreme Lord residing in Tiruvali which 
is inhabited by the orthodox devotees engaged in the Vedic 
rituals. 

Though the Lord Himself does not think of me, yet I pine 
with his memory and languish due to the love pangs. Would 
you, O bee, approach the Lord Krsna, who is now residing 
in Tiruvali and tell Him how intense is my agony . 1 

By addressing the Lord directly, the A]var pleads: 

O compassionate Lord, you have made me lose my sleep 
by attracting me towards you. Is it proper for you to take 
away also my golden bracelets? 

O Lord, though you do not bless me with an opportunity 
of offering divine service to you, would you at least embrace 
me with your broad chest . 2 

While enduring the pangs of separation, the Alvar imagines 
that he is being escorted by the Lord of Tiruvali to His own 
abode. This mystical experience is conveyed in an interesting 
manner through the media of the imaginary mother who speaks 
about the elopement of her daughter: 

I do not know if that person who took away my daughter 
is a thief or the proper individual. All that I know is a 
young person of black complexion beckoned my beautiful 
daughter to go with him; as he held her hand decorated 
with silver bangles, she fled away with him by deserting 
me. Have they now arrived at Tiruvali? 

The mother tells the next door lady: 

O lady, the person who took away my daughter looked like 
a cowherd who on many earlier occasions had kidnapped 
several maidens; such a person entered my house and kissed 
her lovely red lips and thereafter my daughter with cheerful 
eyes, followed him willingly by prattling some affectionate 
words like a parrot Have they proceeded to Tiruvali 
surrounded by fields and trees . 3 


1. PTM III.6.1, 4. 

2. Ibid. III.6.7, 9. 

3. Ibid. III.7.1, 2. 
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In the 5th decad of the fifth centum, the physical and mental 
condition of the grief-stricken mystic is described in the words 
of the mother. In this instance, the Alvar develops a craving to 
enjoy fully the Lord of Tiruvaranga (Sriranga) and being unable 
to see Him, he is overtaken by grief. The mother narrates: 

My daughter without any fear prattles the words 'Venkata'; 
she cannot remain restful, I am wondering what havock 
has been caused to her by that Lord of the Nitya-suris. 

My daughter does not care to cover her breast with 
clothes; nor does she decorate her arms with bracelets. 

The lovely eyes of this girl are filled with tears; the bangles 
are slipping off from her hands; she cries out seeking the 
garland of tulast . 

She does not heed the words of the mother; she does not 
mix with her friends; she does not decorate her lovely 
body. She queries: 'Where is my Lord Rariga?' 

My daughter does not pay any attention to her pet birds; 
she does not speak anything except the words, 'Where is 
my Lord Tiruvaranga?' I cannot understand what 
catastrophy has been brought upon her by the Supreme 
Being who is glorified by the Chandogya Upanisad, the 
Kausltikl Brahmana, the Taittirlya Upanisad and the Samaveda' 

The varying mental states through which the God-intoxicated 
mystic saint passes is graphically presented in the five decads 
of the eighth centum of Periya Tirumoli (VIII-1 to 5) in connection 
with the singing the glory of the Deity of Tirukkannapuram, a 
famous Vaisnava centre in South India. As part of his piligrimage 
tour of Vaisnava shrines, Tirumarigai Alvar first visits 
Tirukkannamangai, another holy centre near about 
Tirukkannapuram, to worship the deity at this temple. As he 
enters the place, he is so inspired by its spiritual atmosphere that 
he pours out his devotional love by singing the glory of God 
with epithets that describe the divine deeds and attributes and 
announces with delight even before actually seeing the deity that 
he beheld the Lord of Tirukkannamangai. 1 2 

The mere mental perception of the Lord of Kannapuram 


1. PTM V.5.1, 2, 3, 4, 9 

2. Ibid. VTl.10.1 to 9. 



kindles in him an intense craving for a direct communion with 
Him and immediately he resorts to the mood of a ndyakx to 
convey his love to the ndyaka. In the words of the mother of the 
maiden he describes the physical beauty of the deity: 

My daughter exclaims: The Lord possesses such a beauty! 
He has a powerful bow (sarahga) in his hand. He holds an 
attractive discus, the conch and the shapely club; His four 
hands resemble the four, hills. Has she really met the Lord 
of Kannapuram? 

She admires the ornaments worn by the Lord—the crown 
decorated with tulasi garland, the shining earrings, the 
golden necklace. 

She says that the base of the feet is lotus flower, the two 
palms are also lotus; her eyes are rivetted on the crown 
studded with pearls and golden necklace. 

She admires the red apparel on the body and the golden 
belt on the waist. Even the feet and the hands are like lotus 
flower. 

She enquires if the blue colour of the body is solid emerald 
or it is the dark cloud of the rainy season? 1 

She continues to say: 

I have never seen such a beauty at any time. I do love Him 
and I cannot remain separated from Him even for a 
moment. 2 

In the next decad (VIII-2), the Alvar who has arrived in the 
proximity of Tirukkannapuram bursts out with joy as if he 
actually beheld the deity. The mother says: 

My daughter (even before reaching Kannapuram) speaks 
aloud standing in the open street: 'Look at Kannapuram/ 
Unconsciously, she mentions the (names of) shrines such 
as Tiruvengada, Tirunlrmalai, Meyyam, but the moment 
she mentioned Tirukkannapuram, her heart melted and 
her body languished. What is the greatness of this particular 
centre? 3 


1. PTM VHI.1.1, 3, 5, 7. 

2. Ibid. VIII.1.9. 

3. Ibid. VIII 2, 2, 3. 
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In a characteristic way the mother describes the Alvar's special 
devotion to this deity: 

My daughter has not been eating; nor does she sleep; she 
has not yet attained the full glow of youth; she is very 
young, yet she wants to come to Tirukkannapuram to 
worship the deity. I wonder how she developed such a 
passion for the Lord of this place. 1 

In the 3rd decad of the VUIth centum, the Alvar conveys his 
feelings direct to the Lord in the capacity of a ndyaki. He says: 

I have given away my bangles to the great Lord who 
resides in Tirukkannapuram in full glory; I have lost my 
entire set of bangles for the Lord who is reposing on 
Adisesa. 2 

The climax of the Alvar's devotional mood is manifested 
graphically in the next decad (VIII-4). Here the Alvar sees a bee 
flying towards his head and he imagines that the same is coming 
to collect the honey from his soft hair. He, therefore, appeals to 
the bee to blow on him the sweet fragrance of the tulasi leaf worn 
on the shining crown of the Lord of Kannapuram: 

O bee, it is no use if you merely blow on me the essence 
gathered from the wild flowers grown in the fields; instead, 
please touch me with the fragrance of the tulasi decorating 
the crown of the deity at Kannapuram. 3 

In a more dramatic way the Alvar displays his mystic dispo¬ 
sition in the next decad (VIII-5). It is pictured here that the night 
has set in before the Alvar could reach the shrine of 
Tirukkannapuram. The agony caused by the delay in seeing the 
deity increases and unable to bear it, he resorts to the contem¬ 
plation of the anguish suffered by the milkmaids during the 
period when they were made to wait for the return of Krsna in 
the evening from the field. He assumes the role of the milkmaid 
and narrates the dialogue that took place between the maids. 


1. ftm vm.2.4. 

2. Ibid, vm.3.1 to 9. 

3. Ibid. VUI.4.8. 
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while Krsna was away. He speaks in the words of one maid: 

I lost my mind when I began to think of that person who 
manifested Himself in Mathura to release his father 
imprisoned in the jail; as 1 am now struggling to sustain 
the life until I receive His grace. The moonlight which 
normally unites the lovers burns me with heat and the cool 
breeze blowing on my breast torments me continuously. 1 

In the words of another maid he speaks: 

My mind was drawn away the moment I developed a 
desire for that garland which decorates the chest of Krsna 
who has the complexion of dark blue cloud; 1 do not find 
anyone offering me help; the moving sun in the sky is 
disappearing; the whole universe is swept by silence; the 
directions cannot be recognised; I do not know what I 
should do now. 

Another maid states: 

Whatever He has done to me is the effect of His magical 
spell. My bangles slipped off from my hands. Would He, 
who mercilessly extracted the life of Putana, ever show any 
sympathy to this modest woman? My mind still craves to 
listen to the melodious sound of the flute. 

One other maid speaks: 

The Lord who wielded the bow to destroy the entire Lanka 
surrounded by the ocean has not yet returned; the sun 
shedding its bright rays has disappeared clamping darkness 
all over the earth; as a sinner I am unable to sleep; in his 
absence every moment is like an epoch for me. I do not 
know how to endure this suffering. 2 

In the next five decads (VIII-6 to 10), the Alvar having reached 
Kannapuram, expresses his delight mystically in more than one 
way. As soon as he enters the precincts of the holy shrine, he 
feels the presence of the divinity and beckons the fellow dev¬ 
otees to join him for the worship of the deity. He then glorifies 
the place as a centre specially chosen by the Supreme Being for 


1. PTM VIII.5.1. 

2. Ibid. VIII.5.2, 3, 6. 
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his permanent residence. He sings the glory of the deity and says 
that he is none other than the very Supreme Being who incar¬ 
nated Himself as Matsya, Kurma, Varaha, Vamana, Narasimha, 
Parasurama, Rama, Krsna and Balarama. He expresses his joy 
for being a subservient devotee (sesa) and getting the privilege 
of exclusively serving the Lord of Kannapuram. In the conclud¬ 
ing decad, he expresses his gratitude for having had the oppor¬ 
tunity of enjoying the glory of the Lord in full measure and that 
he would never think of associating himself with persons who 
worship any other deity. 1 

There is yet one other manner in which the Alvar enjoys 
mystically the area deity. An example of it can be seen in the 
3rd decad of ninth centum, which is devoted to the singing of 
the glory of the deity at Tiruppullani (a Vaisnava centre in the 
extreme South India). Here the Alvar imagines himself as the 
consort of God and conveys his devotional love to the deity 
through the media of his own mind and an imaginary compan¬ 
ion by narrating a few incidents. The Lord is supposed to have 
that and made love to her under the shade of a punnai tree and 
thereafter disappears leaving her alone. Sometime later He is 
seen to be resting all by Himself near another tree. One other 
time He speaks to another maiden in such loving terms as to 
melt her heart. All this is done in such a secrecy without having 
any trace of evidence except the presence of the bees. On another 
occasion. He decorates the hair of a maiden with lovely flowers 
and forsakes her with the excuse of having some other engage¬ 
ment. In spite of all these events, the Alvar as the nayaki speaks 
that there is no use to pine with grief of separation day and night 
and that he would offer divine service to the Lord because of 
his loving disposition to the devotee. 2 

With the onset of night the Alvar as a nayaki could not reach 
the shrine. Unable to bear the waiting, she decides to proceed 
to Tirukkurungudi, another Vaisnava centre nearby. In spite of 
the appeals of the companions to give up the idea of going in 
the night, she insists on being taken there. The dark night in¬ 
tervenes and without having any patience to wait till morning 


1. PTM VIII. 10.3 marrum dr devyam uladenru iruppdrodu urrilen. 

2. Ibid. IX.3.9. 



she becomes restless. The scent of the jasmine flowers, the new 
moon, the cool sea breeze all torments her. Every moment of the 
night is like an epoch for her. In the absence of the communion 
with the Beloved Lord she cannot notice any difference between 
day and night. The jingling sound of the bells of the cows re¬ 
turning home from the fields remind her of the sound of the 
flute of Krsna and further intensifies the grief. She suffers with 
pain as she recalls the meeting she had earlier with the Lord and 
the sweet words He had then spoken to her. In spite of all the 
suffering caused to her. the Alvar-nayakl insists on being taken 
to Tirukkurungudi. 1 

What we have presented so far represents one aspect of the 
Alvar's mystic experience of God on the pattern of the love of 
the maiden to her beloved. The theological significance of the 
love motif is explained in the earlier pages. The important point 
to be noted here is that the individual soul which is sustained 
by Paramatman exists solely for the pleasure of God and none 
else other than He is the most enjoyable person (ananya-bhogya). 
There is such a loving relationship between the longing soul and 
God that in spite of the anguish caused wantonly by God to the 
individual soul, the latter lovingly seeks the union with the former. 
All these theological ideas are manifestly brought out in the 
instances we have cited. 

There is yet another type of mysticism which is found in the 
Periya Tirumoli. In this case the Alvar instead of assuming the 
role of a maiden expresses his loving devotion to God in the 
capacity of two different characters: (a) as the demons of Lanka 
extolling the victory of Lord Rama; (b) as Yasoda, the foster- 
mother of God-incarnate Krsna pouring out the love of a mother 
to the child. In the first case the Alvar in the words of the 
demons narrates the incidents that compelled Rama to wage a 
war with Ravana and that this catastrophy could have been 
avoided if only Ravana had realized the greatness of Rama and 
also heeded the advice of his brother Vibhlsana. The folks of 
Lanka acknowledge the glorious victory of Rama and appeal to 
Sugrlva, Laksmana and other leaders of the monkeys to offer 
them protection. 2 


1. PTM IX.5.1-9. 

2. Ibid. X.3. 
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In the second case the Alvar in the role of Yasoda pours out 
the loving devotion in the form of motherly affection to an infant. 
He speaks as Yasoda: 

O gracious Lord, come running to me on your own, hold 
my breasts with your tender hands and suck the milk. 

O my beautiful child with wide red eyes resembling the 
lotus, I have been calling you to suckle. Where are you? 
Arc you playing with cowherd boys? 

Come soon, step on to my lap and suck the milk from 
my breast. I shall fetch for you the moon if you would 
drink the milk. 1 

He beckons the child to walk towards him with the faltering 
steps and clasp the palms by clapping the hands. 2 

Each one of the hymns addressed to Krsna refers to the childish 
pranks which reveal the divine glory. 

The Alvar also poses himself as the milkmaids and enjoys the 
boyhood deeds of Krsna (X-7). The words spoken through the 
maids are in the form of complaints made by them to Yasoda 
regarding the various mischiefs of Krsna such as the churning 
of the curds in the house of the next door neighbour in the 
disguise of a maid, the toppling of the earthen pots filled with 
buttermilk in the house of another maid, stealing the butter kept 
in a vessel in the houses of the milkmaids and the molesting of 
the young girls. While speaking of these events, the Alvar ex¬ 
presses dismay and also a sense of regret for the action of Krsna 
as a child. 

In a more interesting way, the Alvar enjoys the youthful deeds 
of Krsna. Here again he imagines himself as a young milkmaid 
who is in love with Krsna and who has been eagerly awaiting 
his return at the appointed time. But Krsna comes late and also 
in an uncommon disguise that arouses the suspicion about his 
fidelity. The Alvar narrates in the words of a maid how she 
reacts to the lover with contempt for his late appearance. He 
says: 


1. PTM X.4.1, 2, 4. 

2. Ibid. X.5.1. 



You are wearing in the ears a new earring; you have put 
on a black dress and a garland of tulasl; you have arrived 
long after the appointed time. Why are you standing outside 
on the side of the house? 1 

He also states: 

You capture the hearts of several damsels by your enticing 
tricks; you then forsake them and go to the jungle under 
the pretext of grazing the cows; you love one, go out with 
another and converse with a different maiden; you pretend 
to be nice to all of them. When your own consorts are 
searching for you, why have you come to my house? 2 

The Alvar also poses himself as the mother of the milkmaid 
and speaks about Krsna. In this case, it is imagined that a young 
milkmaid has loved Krsna on an earlier occasion but she has 
now been deserted by him. The mother expresses her grievance 
against the lover for cheating her daughter. The statements of 
the imaginary mother which are in the form of accusations, also 
contain description of the greatness of God as revealed in his 
deeds during the incarnations as Krsna and Rama. The hymns 
read: 


O benevolent Lord, you have snatched away the bangles 
from the hands of my daughter in such an easy way as 
plucking the beehive from the small trees grown in the 
courtyard of my house. I do not know if this is a display 
of the masculine strength exhibited during the destruction 
of the seven ferocious bulls and the upliftment of the 
Govardhana hill to protect the cows and cowherds when 
they were frightened with the torrential rain. 3 

On the face of it, it appears as an accusation against Krsna 
but in fatt, it is aimed to bring out the glory of God through 
His deeds. Each hymn conveys a specific divine attribute along 
with the words chastising Krsna’s deceitful behaviour towards 
the cowherd maids. Unlike ordinary devotees, a mystic saint 


1. PTM X.8.1. 

2. Ibid. X.8.9. 

3. Ibid. X.9.2. 
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enjoys the Divine Glory in a characteristic way as in this decad 
(X-9). 

In the case of Nammalvar the climax of his mystic experience 
is reached with the attainment of the parama-bhakti , the highest 
stage of bhakti which leads to the realization of the comprehen¬ 
sive, direct, eternal communion with God. The concluding decad 
of Periya TirumoU does not imply parama-bhakti. Instead, it pre¬ 
sents a graphic description of the unbearable suffering of the 
human soul caught up in the cycle of births and deaths. Here 
Tirumahgai Alvar cites several illustrations to emphasise the 
magnitude of the human bondage. He compares the life in this 
universe of suffering to the trees standing on the banks of the 
flooded river; to the minds of the folks who are sailing on the 
boat tossed by the storm in the midst of the ocean; to the folks 
living in a house occupied by a poisonous cobra; to an ant which 
is caught up in the centre of a faggot burning on both ends; and 
to a jackal caught up in the midst of a flood. 1 The Alvar, there¬ 
fore, appeals to God ardently to shower His grace on him and 
protect. He also says that he is ever a subordinate servant to God 
and would always count on His grace. He ardently prays to the 
Lord to grant liberation from'the bondage and give him an 
opportunity to render eternal service in the paramapada . In a 
pathetic way he pleads: 

O Benevolent Lord, Thou shower your grace on those who 
seek you as sole refuge in order to escape forever from the 
hell-like bondage; O the Supreme Ruler of the universe, O 
Kama with lotus like eyes. Thou art the quintessence of 
the Vedas. I do grieve. Thou alone should save us by your 
grace ( adiyorku aruldy uri arule)} 

The word adiyorku meaning 'us', indicates that he is offering 
a prayer on behalf of all devotees. 

Though there is no mention in the concluding hymns about 
the parama-bhakti leading to moksa, it would not mean that the 
Alvar did not achieve moksa. His biographical account tells us 
that he attained moksa at Tirukkurungudi, a holy centre in the 


1 PTM XI 8.1 to S. 
2. Ibid XI 8.9. 



extreme South India, where we find even today a monument 
in memory of his having entered into a samddhi . 

VI. Mysticism of Andal 

Andal, the only female Vaisnava mystic saint, presents a unique 
type of mysticism. Though she adopts the symbology of nayaka- 
ndyaki relation to pour out her love to God-incarnate Krsna of 
Brndavan, she being herself a bride, did not have to assume the 
guise of a consort ( ndyaki ), as Nammalvar and Tirumangai did. 
According to tradition, she was an avaidra or incarnation of 
Bhiidevi, one of the consorts of Visnu. As STta, an incarnation of 
Goddess Laksmi, manifested herself as an infant in the open field 
of Janaka, Anda] too manifested herself as an infant in the flower 
garden of Periyalvar. Further as her biography shows, she was 
God-intoxicated right from her infancy and developed a craving 
to marry only Lord Ranganatha, the area deity at Srirangam. It, 
therefore, became very natural for her to exhibit an intense 
devotional love for God as a ndyaki and experience mystically 
the divine glory in all its aspects. 

Andal's mystic experience of God is described by some schol¬ 
ars as bridal mysticism. The word 'bridal' is not an appropriate 
epithet, because Andal as a maiden was not an ordinary human 
being aspiring for matrimonial union with God in the ordinary 
sense of marriage. She as an incarnation of Bhudevi represents 
symbolically the individual soul ( jivatman) which is inseparably 
related to God ( Paramatman ). It is temporarily separated from 
God and it therefore, longs for reunion with Him. Against this 
philosophic background Andal yearns for the reunion or to use 
the symbolic language, the spiritual marriage with her Beloved 
Lord. She is God-minded; all her deeds and words are directed 
towards God. The mystic experience of God as exhibited in her 
poetical composition reflects this theological theme and it should, 
therefore, be characterised as theistic mysticism instead of bridal 
mysticism. 

The Ndcciyar Tirumoli, a poetic composition of 143 verses 
exhibits more predominantly the mysticism of Andaj than the 
Tiruppdvai of 30 songs. The latter is an allegorical poem contain¬ 
ing rich philosophical and theological ideas. In this poem, Andal 
as a milkmaid in love with Lord of Brndavan, implores the grace 
of God to fulfil her cherished desire. In the Ndcciyar Tirumoli, 
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she manifests her craving for a spiritual union with God and 
passes through various mental states of a mystic. 

In the opening decad of the Ndcchiyar Tirumoh, Andal refers 
to the ritualistic ceremony ( nonbn ) undertaken by her in order 
to achieve her cherished goal viz., the spiritual union with God. 
In this connection, she makes all the necessary preparations. She 
first prays to the God of Love named Kama-deva or Anahga-deva, l 
a celestial deity who can bring together the two lovers. She 
appeals to him to make use of her soul as an arrow, write on 
it her name and then shoot it with his bow towards God as the 
final target. She says that right from her childhood she has been 
thinking only of Krsna and that all her possessions have already 
been surrendered to Him. In a more specific way she asserts: 

I would not survive if someone were to say that my growing 
breasts which have been already dedicated to the Supreme 
Lord are meant for the pleasure of a human being. 2 

She makes food offerings to the God of Love and requests 
him to have Lord Krsna come to her and bless her with the 
unique opportunity of serving at his feet. In a pathetic way she 
appeals: 

I would prostrate before you at the prescribed three times 
of the day, offer lovely flowers and recite prayers. If I 
cannot have the opportunity to perform divine service to 
Lord Kannan, I would be grieving all the times. This would 
amount to committing as big a sin as causing death to the 
bullock by not feeding it and this sin would befall on you. 3 

In the next decad, she assumes the guise of a young milk¬ 
maid and imagines a situation in which she along with other 
young maids, are playing in the courtyard by building little 
houses in the sand. At this time, Lord Krsna enters the scene 
and pretends to interfere in the play. Fearing that he might 
demolish the sand houses, she appeals to him not to interfere 


1. The word Kdmadeva is also interpreted by some commentators to denote Krsna, 
who is the Lord of Manmatha or Ananga ( Manmatha-mannwlha ). According to 
the Vedanta, God is the antardtmd of all the devatas including Kamadeva. 

2. NacTM 1.5. 

3. Ibid. 1.9. 



in the play and leave the innocent girls alone. In spite of their 
appeal, Krsna looks at them with a smile, breaks the sand houses 
and mingles with them without any inhibition. 1 In this manner 
Andal enjoys mentally her communion with God. 

Andal visualises another situation to enjoy the communion 
mentally with Lord Krsna. She recalls the episode of Bhdgavata 
in which Krsna took away the clothes of the young milkmaids 
of Brndavan while they were bathing in the river Yamuna early 
in the morning. The gopis much to their surprise see him perched 
on the tree and make repeated appeals to return their clothes. 
Andal identifies herself with one of the milkmaids and in that 
capacity makes repeated appeals to Krsna. In each of the hymns 
she refers to the glory of the Lord Krsna. Thus she speaks: 

O Lord, who sleep on the soft bed of the Adisesa, we 
desired to take a dip in the river early in the morning 
before the cocks woke up; we are now subjected to great 
embarrassment; we will never again come to the river; and 
myself and my companions together offer salutation to you 
with folded hands; give us back our clothes. 2 

The manner in which Andal experienced God as a milkmaid 
did not satisfy her as the joy of such communion was mixed 
with grief caused by separation. She, therefore, adopts the role 
of a bride and seeks union with Lord Krsna. She thinks that the 
area deity in the name of Kudal (the religious centre at Madurai, 
South India), can help to secure the communion (kudal) to those 
devotees who seek it. She, therefore, prays to this Lord to bless 
her with divine union. 3 

The prayers offered to the Lord Kudal did not help Andal to 
have the union with the Lord. She now employs the cuckoo 
( kuyil) as an emissary. She requests the bird to recite the glorious 


1. NacTM 11.9. 

2. Ibid. III.1. 

3. The word kudal literally means 'to unite' and the presiding deity of this religious 
centre is therefore, addressed as kudal The word kudal is also applicable to a 
game played by young maidens with the wishful thinking of getting united 
with their cherished lovers. The meaning of the term in favour of the deity of 
Madurai seems more appropriate, as interpreted by Periya Parakala Swaml. 
See PPS commentary on NacTM IV.l. 
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names of the Lord, report to Him her pathetic condition caused 
by separation so that He may be moved to come to her. She goes 
to the extent of telling the bird that she would prostrate to it 
and also reward by offering to it her own pet parrot, if it suc¬ 
ceeded in securing the union with the Lord. 1 In the final appeal 
she says: 

O cuckoo bird, living happily in the tree surrounded by 
humming bees, listen to what I say: "I am caught up in the 
web of Sriyahpati who is shining with lovely complexion 
of a parrot; if I have to live in this place you either persuade 
the Lord wearing the conch and discus to come to me or 
you bring back my bracelet from Him." 2 

In this state of despondency, Andal derives some consolation 
from the dream she had about her wedding with Lord Krsna. 
She narrates to her companion all the details of the wedding as 
she actually witnessed in the dream: 

My dear friend, I saw in my dream that Krsna, the Supreme 
Being, surrounded with thousands of elephants, walked 
along the street that was decorated with green leaves 
hanging on the poles and golden pots filled with water 
placed in front of the houses. 3 

As Krsna walked in the street, I saw the young attractive 
damsels welcoming Him with pots lit with oil lamps. 

Amidst the sound of the drums and conch, I also observed 
Krsna holding my hand. 

While the qualified priests conducted the wedding 
ceremony I witnessed Krsna going round the sacrificial fire 
by holding my palm. 

I also perceived in the dream that my body was annointed 
with cool sandal paste and turmeric powder and that I was 
made to go in a procession round the streets seated on an 
elephant along with Lord Krsna. 4 


1. NacTMV.5, 6. 

2. Ibid. V.9. 

3. ibid. VI.l. 

4. Ibid. VI.5, 6, 7, 10. 



This dream is of some significance to Andal. In the first place, 
it is a good omen foretelling the future event. It offered some 
solace to the bride who is craving for an early union with the 
Beloved Lord. According to the Vedanta-sutra / as interpreted by 
Ramanuja, the dreams and what is experienced in them are the 
creations of God to provide momentarily an opportunity to 
experience good or bad results according to one's past karma. 
From this point of view, Andal is made to experience the joy 
of her wedding with her Beloved Lord. 

With the failure to achieve the actual union with the Lord, 
Andal becomes desperately mad and desires to enjoy the sweet¬ 
ness of His lips. She addresses the divine conch (sankha) which 
has physical contact with Krsna's mouth and enquires fondly 
whether the red lips of Krsna smells like the refined camphor 
or that of the fresh lotus flower? Or does it have its own taste 
and fragrance? 2 She extols the glory of sankha also known as 
pdncajanya, which has the good fortune of enjoying the physical 
contact with Lord's hands and mouth and repeatedly asks for 
an answer to her query. 

As is expected the sankha of Padmanabha is passive since it 
is totally under the control of the Lord. She is now attracted by 
the dark clouds which have a resemblance to God and conveys 
her feelings through them. In a pathetic way she implores: 

O compassionate Clouds, I have lost everything—my facial 
complexion, the colour of the body, the bangles, the mind, 
the sleep—on account of the depression caused by 
separation. I am trying to survive by singing the glory of 
the Lord Govinda residing in the hill (Tirumalai). 

O Clouds, please inform the Lord of Tirumalai in whose 
chest Goddess Sri is seated permanently that my youthful 
breasts desire to embrace His body. 3 

The clouds move away as if they went to report to the Lord. 
Heavy rainfall follows and Andal then notices around her freshly 
blossomed flowers, creepers, the cuckoos, peacocks and the 


1. vs. m.2.1. 

2. NacTM VII. 1. 

3. Ibid. VHI.3, 4. 
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humming bees. All these remind her of the Beloved Lord and 
further intensifies her pangs of separation. Naturally, she speaks 
aloud by addressing these objects of nature to give vent to her 
anguish. She speaks to her friend: 

The creepers hanging with small white flowers ( mullai ) 
remind me of His sweet smile; the trees with blooms spread 
all over appear to me as if they are laughing at me; I cannot 
sustain the grief caused to me by the Lord. 

The lovely flowers of dark blue black (kaya and karuvifni) 
reveal to me the colour of Sriyahpati. But they do not tell 
me the means of survival. She enquires whether it would 
be appropriate for the Lord of Tirumalirumsolai to enter 
my house and snatch my bangles? 1 

She addresses in one breath the cuckoos, the peacocks, the 
lovely colourful flowers, the red fruits hanging on the tree and 
wonders whether the colour of the divine body of the Lord of 
Tirumalirumsolai which has been assumed by these objects serves 
any useful purpose (except to torment me). 2 She appeals to the 
bees and flowers to find out for her a way of sustaining her life. 
She takes a vow to offer large quantity of delicious food to the 
deity at Tirumalirumsolai and prays that her cherished desire 
be fulfilled. 3 

In the absence of any relief for her suffering, she starts imag¬ 
ining that the flowers whose colour resemble the complexion of 
God have been commissioned by the Lord to torment her. The 
red fruits hanging down on the creepers make her feel that they 
extract her life. She pathetically appeals to the creeper with small 
white flowers, not to cause her further grief. The sound of the 
cuckoo bird becomes intolerable. She cannot stand the dance of 
the peacocks. She requests the rainfall to induce the Lord of 
Tiruverigada to reveal Himself inside her mind. The sea is re¬ 
quested to report to the Lord all about her suffering. 4 

At the sight of the nayakVs mother and companions who have 
come to see her pathetic plight, Andal speaks to them about the 


1. NacTM IX.2, 3. 

2. Ibid. IX.4. 

3. Ibid. IX.5, 6. 

4. Ibid. X.l to 9. 



miserable condition caused to her by the Supreme Being. She 
says: 

O Mother, the Lord of Tiruvaranga has not looked at my 
face. 

I have lost my bangles for Him. If he wished to take 
away my bangles, should he not have walked through my 
street! 

The Lord of Ranga has taken awav my soul and all that 
belongs to me. 1 

In spite of all the pleadings Andal does not get a response 
from her Beloved Lord. Nor does she have the patience to wait 
until Cod Himself showers His grace on her. In this state of 
desperate condition, being unable to bear the pangs of separation 
any longer, she decides to proceed to Mathura where Lord Krsna 
resides. As she is physically weak to walk all the way by herself, 
she requests the mother and the companions, in spite of their 
protests, to take her to the environs of Mathura. She tells them: 

You ladies with a different mental attitude, cannot 
understand my love. After I have developed a craving for 
Madhava, my mind is focussed on Him; and whatever you 
say are like the words spoken to the deaf person. Please, 
therefore, take me to Mathura where the Lord was bom. 2 

She further adds: 

It is no use for me to hide the sense of shame since all the 
people in the town already know my condition. If you 
wished to protect me, please escort me to Gokula without 
any delay. 

It does not matter to me if the public criticise me for 
having run away from home on my own, in spite of my 
having parents, relatives and friends. Please leave me at 
the footsteps of the residence of Nandagopala. 3 

Again she pleads: 

O Mother, nobody can comprehend the intensity of my 
mental suffering. The remedy for it lies if Lord Krsna 

1. NacTM XI.l, 4 and 6. 

2 Ibid. XII 1 

3. Ibid. XII.2 and 3. 
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touched me with His hands. Take me, therefore, to the 
place where the Lord danced on the head of Kdlihga serpent. 

The change of complexion of my body, the mental anguish, 
the loss of my feminine modesty, the withering of my mouth, 
the physical weakness caused without food, the lack of 
courage and all these would disappear if only the garland 
of tulasi worn by Lord Krsna were placed on my body. 1 

Andal does not yet sec an end to her mental anguish. The 
unsympathetic companions decline to take her to Mathura. In¬ 
stead, the mother and close relatives think that by singing the 
glory of Lord Krsna they would comfort her and make her 
recover from the state of depression. But Andal is seeking a 
direct physical communion with Lord Krsna. She, therefore, 
appeals to them that instead of speaking about his greatness 
they should fetch for her the garment, the tulasi garland and 
other materials used by Krsna which would have some soothing 
effect on her. She says: 

I have known well the greatness of the Lord Krsna but yet 
I am subjected to suffering (on account of His not responding 
to me); please therefore, refrain from speaking of His charm 
as these words only intensify my grief like causing more 
pain by pouring a sour liquid on the open wound. He is 
the one who does not understand the grief of a woman. 
Fetch me the wet yellow waist doth of Peruman (Lord 
Krsna) and place it on my body so that my pain may 
subside. 2 

I am caught up inside the net of that person who (at one 
time) swallowed the entire universe and lay Himself as an 
infant on the nyagrodha leaf; please do not torment me with 
the words about His glory like piercing me with sharp long 
shaft (vel); get the garland of tulasi worn by the Lord lying 
in Tirukkudandai and place it on my dying body to revive 
its life. 

I have been pining with grief after my throat was pierced 
by the shaft of his charming glances but I have not heard 
a word from Him to remove my fear; if you would fetch 


1. NacTM Xn.5 and 7. 

2. Ibid. xm.l. 



for me the garland that decorates His chest, please cover 
my chest with it. 

Bring that water used for the Lord Aravamuda and 
sprinkle it on me. Smear on my body the dust particles 
trampled by His feet. 

In order to remove the grief caused by separation make 
me embrace His body closely. 1 

In an aggressive mood, she cries out: 

While I am pining with grief, Lord Krsna has not enquired 
if I am still alive or dead; He has taken away everything 
that belong to me; He has been tormenting this woman 
who loves Him. If I ever meet that KrsQa, I would pluck 
my breasts along with the roots and hurl the same at his 
chest so that I could overcome my grief. 2 

Andal has now reached a stage, almost the climax of the 
irrepressible longing for direct communion with Lord Krsna. 
She is perhaps aware that such union with God leading to the 
uninterrupted divine service can be had only after the soul is 
disembodied and reaches the transcendental abode of God. Yet 
she, being the goddess-incarnate Bhudevl, yearns for it in this 
very cosmic universe. Her ardent craving for it has reached such 
a stage that her beloved Lord cannot remain passive without 
responding to the prayer of His own consort. Love has two- 
sided relation. Just as the soul is deeply in love with God, the 
latter too loves the former. God who is dsrita-sulabha, easily 
accessible to those who seek Him with love and dsritavatsala, one 
who has a loving disposition towards the devotees, cannot remain 
passive and subject His devotee to undue suffering. He, there¬ 
fore, readily condescends to come down and reveal Himself in 
His fi\U splendour to fulfil the cherished desire of Andal. The 
concluding decad of Ndcciyar Tirumoli indicates that Andal was 
blessed by Lord Krsna with such a God-experience. The hymns 
in this decad comprise two parts. The first part giving a brief 
description of the glory of Lord Krsna poses a question: 'Have 
you not seen Krsna' ( kandire )? The second part which also speaks 


1. NacTM XIII 2, 3, 6 and 7. 

2. Ibid. XIII.8. 
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of the glory of Krsna answers with words: 'Indeed we have seen 
Him in Brndavan' (vrndavanatte kanddme)} The implication of the 
question and answer as explained by some commentators, 1 2 is 
that Andal poses the question to her fellow devotees with the 
intention that they too should share with her the joy of God- 
experience. With a view to emphasising the fact that she actually 
enjoyed the full grandeur of Lord Krsna in Brndavan as revealed 
to her, she gives an answer through the media of these fellow 
devotees. Actually, it is an experience of God confined to Andal 
only. It is a special gift conferred on her by Lord Krsna out of 
His grace yielding Himself to the sincere and ardent prayer of 
His Beloved Consort in the human guise of Andal, the adopted 
daughter of Periyalvar. Thus, we have a unique type of mysti¬ 
cism in respect of Andal whose ardent craving for union with 
Lord Krsna culminates in her spiritual marriage 3 in the philo¬ 
sophic sense of the individual soul being reunited with God. 

VII, Mysticism of Periyalvar 

In Periyalvar we find a different pattern of mysticism. Unlike 
Nammalvar, this Alvar assumes the role of the mother Yasoda 
to pour out his devotional love to Lord Krsna. His lyrical poem, 
known as Periyalvar Tirumoh comprising 461 hymns, mostly 
covers the mystic experience of God in the form of enjoying the 
glorious deeds (lilas) of Krsna as a child. In the guise of Yasoda, 
he indulges in the pleasure of nursing the baby, feeding it, cradling 
and playing with it in various ways. The general theme of the 
poem is the joyful experience of God rather than the melancholy 
mental disposition caused by the pangs of separation from God. 
It is the manifestation of the natural love of a mother to the 
affectionate child (vdtsalya-bhdva), as compared to the compli¬ 
cated love of an aggrieved maiden to her lover. It will be of 
interest to take note of the important features of this mysticism. 

The opening decad of the Periyalvar Tirumolj, which is des- 


1. NacTM Xni.l to 9. 

2. See PPS commentary on NacTM XIII. 1. 

3. According to tradition, AndaJ was taken to the precincts of Lord Rariganatha 
for a wedding with Him as per the command of the Lord Himself and she then 
got absorbed into the area deity. 

See Chapter 1, p. 28. 
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ignated as Tiruppallandu, indicates that the Alvar was blessed 
with a direct vision of God. Overwhelmed with joy, he hails the 
Lord: "May Thou live long for many years and millions of years." 
Being blessed with the divine knowledge, he was able to visualise 
vividly every detail of the deeds of God during the period of 
His incarnation as Krsna starting from His birth to the final 
stage. The poetic description of the events excels the narration 
of the same in the Visnu Purdna, Harivamsa and the Bhdgavata 
Parana, which appear to be the main source for the Alvar rather 
than the mythical folk songs of ancient Tamil poetry as believed 
bv some western scholars. 1 

J _ 

To begin with the Alvar imagines the manner in which the 
men and women folks of Gokula danced with joy hailing the 
birth of child-Krsna in the house of Nandagopa at Gokula. The 
people walked across the street sprinkling the oil and turmeric 
powder (as a symbol of auspiciousness) and ran towards the 
house of Nanda to look up the infant. Overwhelmed with joy 
the milkmaids danced and threw in the courtyard the pots filled 
with milk and curds. Periyalvar visualises the miraculous event 
in which Yasoda perceived the cosmic universe inside the mouth 
of the child as it opened its mouth. In the words of the milk¬ 
maids, who are also stated to have witnessed this incident, he 
expresses with dismay that this is not an ordinary child but the 
very divine being. In the words of the mother Yasoda he also 
admires the supernormal power of the infant: 

When I put the baby in the cradle, it kicks the crib so 
forcefully that it would break; if I carry it on my hip, it 
kicks it in such a way that I feel like breaking it; if I carry 
it on my chest, it kicks my stomach and hurts it. I really 
feel bad when I think how this baby possesses so much 
ptfwer. 2 

While Tirumangai Alvar enjoys the enchanting beauty of the 
area deity, Periyalvar is content with the physical beauty of God 
as an infant-Krsna. In the guise of Yasoda, he beckons the women 
folks of Gokula to come and see the charm of every part of its 
body—the feet, the fingers, the ankles, the knees, the thighs, the 


1. See Hardy, Viraha-bhakti, Chapter IV. 

2. PeriTM 1.1.9. 
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waist, the navel, the stomach, the sex organ (muttam), the chest, 
the arms, the palms, the neck, the red lips, the nose, the eyes, 
the ears, the face and the curly hairs. In mentioning each part 
of the body in a separate hymn, he qualifies it with such epithets 
as would describe the glory of the deeds of Krsna. To cite a 
verse: 

O ladies with heavy breasts, come and see the thighs of this 
child, who long ago tore the chest of the demon 
Hiranyakasyapa and who after sucking the breast of the 
demoness Putana, pretended to be sleeping. 1 

The Alvar pours out his love to child-Krsna by singing the 
lullaby to put it into sleep in a cradle. 2 In each hymn of this 
decad, he imagines that the celestial deities have sent suitable 
gifts to the child lying in the cradle. 

Placing himself as Yasoda he beckons the moon to come down 
and see the beauty of the child: 

My precious little baby beckons the moon by pointing his 
small hand: O Moon, if you desire to play with him, come 
down without hiding yourself behind the clouds. 3 

He appeals to the child to jump before him at least once with 
the childish dance. He desires to see the child towards the mother 
and touch her hands with a clap. He requests the toddler Krsna 
to walk with the faltering steps. He calls the child to come 
forward to embrace him. He contemplates over the joy derived 
by Yasoda when the child touched her back with the tender 
hands. 4 

More than the infant Krsna, Krsna as a young boy is of special 
attraction to Periyafvar. He expresses the delight caused to Yasoda 
by the playful activities of the boy in chasing the butterflies: 

Look at the child chasing the butterflies who held in his 
hand the conch, who played the melodious flute, who was 
the saviour of the Pandavas, who played the role of a 


1. PeriTM 1.2.5. 

2. Ibid. 1.3. 

3. Ibid. 1.4.2. 

4. Ibid. 1.5; 1.6; 1.7; 1.8; 1.9. 



charioteer in the Mahabharata war. 1 


He delights himself in contemplating over the pleasure that 
Yasoda derived by beckoning the child for suckling, for the ear¬ 
piercing ceremony, for bathing, for combing its hair, decorating 
the hair with colourful flowers and annointing its eyes with the 
eye line. 2 All these hymns addressed to child Krsna are couched 
in such glorifying terms as would convey the glory of God. Thus 
it reads: 

May you have your hairs decorated with flowers; your 
lovely eyes are soothing like the cool black clouds; you 
manifested yourself for the sole purpose of protecting all 
the living beings in the universe. You are the Lord of the 
Goddess who is your prosperity; you are lying in the 
Srlrariga temple to save those who seek you. 3 

Periyalvar also speaks fondly in the language of the milk¬ 
maids complaining to Yasoda about the mischief of young Krsna. 
In the words of a maid he says: 

Krsna hurled mud at me and the other milkmaids, while 
we were playing in the sand on the river Yamuna. As we 
were taking our bath in the river keeping aside our clothes 
and ornaments, he ran away with our clothes and hid 
himself inside the house; even though we appealed to him 
by calling his name several time, he kept silent without 
responding to our request. 4 

The Alvar finds greater delight in contemplating over the 
deeds of Krsna as a youth. He speaks fondly about the herioc 
deeds of killing Putana and other demons and also the romantic 
activities such as the enticement of the young milkmaids. In the 
words of Yasoda, he expresses dismay: 

You are not an ordinary human being but a divine person 
and I would even fear to suckle you. 5 


1. PeriTM III 1. 

2 Ibid. II.2; II 3; II 4; II.5; II 7 ; II 8. 

3. Ibid. II .7.2. 

4. Ibid. II 10.1 

5 Ibid. Ill 1 1 
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Posing himself as Yasoda, he also expresses regret for having 
sent young Krsna to the jungle along with the other cowherds 
for grazing the cows. In one of the hymns he says: 

O what a pity, after having retained the baby safely in my 
womb for twelve months and after having fed the child 
fondly with breast milk, I sent my dear child to the jungle 
with the cows and allowed him to walk on bare foot in the 
rugged path. 1 

He also enjoys the grandeur of the return of Krsna from the 
jungle along with the cows. In one of the hymns he describes 
in the words of a milkmaid: 

My daughter was so enchanted by looking at the lovely 
face of the boy who is wearing on the right ear the wild 
flowers, the garland of jasmine flowers on his neck with 
the curly long hairs hanging in the back and who plays the 
melodious flute; she stood right in front of him instead of 
stepping aside his way; her bangles then slipped off and 
her body too became thinner. 2 

The Alvar speaks of the glory of Lord Krsna by recalling the 
deed in which Krsna uplifted the Govardhana hill to protect the 
cows and cowherds from the torrential rain caused by Indra. 3 

He acclaims the melody of the flute: 

When Krsna—the leader of the cowherds, the one without 
a second, who was decorated with two attractive peacock 
feathers and the yellow garment on the waist, played the 
flute, the trees woke up pouring drops of water; the flowers 
in the branches started falling off; the branches which shoot 
upward bent down; the trees appeared as if they were 
turning with folded hands towards Sriyahpati. What a 
wonder the trees possess such a noble quality. 4 

The mystic Alvar seeks to enjoy the deeds of Krsna as a young 
man by narrating the conversation of the milkmaids relating to 


1. PeriTM III.2.8. 

2. Ibid. III.4.9. 

3. Ibid. III.5. 

4. Ibul. III.6.10. 



the romantic activities of Krsna. In the words of a maid he 
speaks: 

My daughter who does not know how to converse properly 
and who only prattles a few pet words like a parrot, stands 
in front of elderly ladies and tells them unashamed that the 
Lord possesses lovely hairs and that He would never let 
down anyone. 1 

In a similar strain, the Alvar reiterates the conversation be¬ 
tween the cowherd maids expressing their displeasure toward 
Krsna for enticing their daughters. 2 

In another decad, Periyalvar assumes the guise of the cow¬ 
herd maids and speaks the glory of the avatdra of Krsna along 
with that of Rama in the form of a dialogue between the two. 
One maid says: 

Hail the glory of my Lord Krsna who in order to fulfil the 
desire of His beloved consort, Satyabhama, took away the 
blooming Parijata tree from the courtyard of Indra and 
planted it in the courtyard of Satyabhama. 3 

The other maid says: 

Hail the greatness of Rama, the son of Dasaratha, who took 
away the power and bow of Parasurama who challenged 
Rama's valour; and (hail that Rama) who also killed the 
demoness Tataka by wielding his bow. 4 

Like all other mystic saints, Periyalvar too experiences God 
in the form of area deities. He is attracted by the deities of only 
a few selected religious centres—Tirukkottiyur, Tirumalirumsolai, 
Srirangam and Tirumalai, all in South India and Tirukkannan- 
gadinagar in the Himalayas. The hymns addressed to these deities 
are mostly devotional in character intended to convey the glory 
of God. 

As we have explained earlier, mysticism is a manifestation of 
intense loving devotion to God ( bhakti ) leading to the longing 
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of the soul to see God directly in His full splendour. The mystic 
whose God-thirst is insatiable endeavours in all possible ways 
to enjoy God and His glory. The manner in which Periyaivar 
finds delight in God-experience represents one pattern of mys¬ 
ticism. Being attracted by the motif of mother-child relation 
depicting instinctive love and affection, he chose the role of 
mother Yasoda to enjoy the deeds of God-incarnate Krsna. 
Though these hymns in praise of Lord Krsna contain rich poetic 
imagery, they are focussed on the divine deeds and divine 
attributes. Meditation on God which is the pathway to attain 
communion with God includes the contemplation of svariipa , the 
essential nature, gnna, the attributes, rupa, the spiritual enchant¬ 
ing body and Mas, the deeds of God. The Bhdgavata Purdna 
mentions smarana or contemplation of Lord as one of the nine 
modes of bhakti . The same is described as smarandsakti in the 
Narada Bhakti-sutra. Contemplation should include not only God 
but all His aspects such as gnna, rupa and IT Ids. The mystic life 
of Periyaivar provides an excellent example of such a contem¬ 
plation of divinity. 

VIII. Mysticism of Kulasekhardlvdr 

The mysticism of Kulasekharalvar is of the same pattern as that 
of Periyaivar. His experience is also confined to God-incarnate 
Krsna and Rama. Unlike Periyaivar, he manifests both joy and 
grief in his mystic experience of God. He assumes the role of 
the milkmaids to enjoy the playful deeds of Krsna. He also puts 
on the role of Devaki, the mother who gave birth to Krsna to 
express the sense of grief for not having had the opportunity of 
nursing the baby. 1 Similarly, in the case of Rama, the Alvar 
imagines himself as Kausalya and enjoys God by way of singing 
the cradle-songs to put the child-Rama to sleep. At the same 
time he assumes the role of Dasaratha to express the grief over 
the banishment of Rama to the forest. 

The Perumdl Tirumoli comprising 105 verses divided into ten 
decads presents the mystic experience of this Alvar. As a God- 
intoxicated mystic, Kulasekharan expresses his yearning to 


1. Devaki gave birth to Krsna but the baby was taken away soon after birth to 
Gokula for protection where it was reared by Yasoda, the foster-mother. 



worship the Lord Ranganatha at Srlrahgam and the devotees of 
God residing there. In the very opening decad, he says repeat¬ 
edly: 

When would be the day, when my eyes can see the Lord 
of Tiruvaranga and enjoy Him? When would be the day, 
when I shall live with the servants of the Lord at Srlrangam? 
When would I be able to offer worship with iny own hands? 1 

He perceives mentally the glory of the place along with the 
deity and craves to be physically present there. This marks the 
beginning of his mystic experience of God. 

In the sixth decad, Kulasekharan actually exhibits his mystic 
experience of God. Here he assumes the role of different milk¬ 
maids and conveys the feeling of anger caused by the 
misbehaviour of Krsna with regard to his love affairs. In the 
words of a milkmaid he complains: 

O Vasudeva, though I am aware that in this very town 
several other gopis with attractive hairdos decked in 
fragrant flowers do not like to embrace you, yet I entertained 
some faith in your deceitful words and stood on the sand 
dune of the river Yamuna until dawn in the expectation of 
your arrival, with a sense of fear of being seen by others 
and also enduring the chill fog. 

In the words of another maid he says: 

O Damodara, I have actually witnessed the way you entered 
the house on the eastern side where an attractive maid was 
churning the curd all by herself and by pretending to offer 
your help you churned the curd along with her and aroused 
her passion. 

In a more sarcastic way it is pointed out: 

O Krsna, you exchanged glances with young maid with 
lovely black hair; you at the same time made another girl 
believe that you only loved her; you promised one other 
maid that you would meet her at the appointed hour but 


1. PeruTM [.1 to 9. 
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actually you made love to another. As you grow, your 
deceitful affairs also keep increasing. 1 

In the capacity of another maid he expresses wrath: 

I have seen you walking in my own street hand in hand 
with an attractive damsel by covering your head with a silk 
cloth and at the same time I also witnessed how you 
captivated the heart of another girl. Why do you now come 
to me? You better go back to her. 

In a more aggressive tone, the Alvar speaks in the words of 
a maid: 

O Son of Vasudeva, the moment I fell to sleep, you walked 
out of my comfortable bed leaving me alone; the next day 
and the following day, you kept yourself in the company 
of other ladies. Why do you come to me now? You may 
get out of this place. 2 

In a similar strain the Alvar sings a few more hymns. Out¬ 
wardly these verses give the impression that the mystic expresses 
displeasure towards God rather than enjoying His glory. It is not 
so. It is a manifestation of mild anger mixed with deep love 
(pranaya-kopa). Theologically the hymns signify the special at¬ 
tachment of God towards the devotees. In order to intensify 
their devotion, he only provokes them with situations or events 
that cause disappointment, anger or even grief. 3 Despite the 
humilation inflicted by God to the devotees, the latter do not 
give up their attachment to God. In the same way if the devotees 
push Him out, yet He comes closer to them. These ideas are 
beautifully presented in the Bhagavata Purana in the love exhib¬ 
ited by the milkmaids to Krsna. Against this background 
Kulasekharan exhibits his loving devotion to God mystically in 
these hymns. 

As a contrast to the delightful experience of the deeds of the 
youthful Krsna, Kulasekharan poses himself as DevakI, the 
mother of Krsna and pours out his grief for not being able to 
enjoy the infant Krsna. He cries out through the media of DevakI 

1. PeruTM V[ 1, 2 and 3. 

2. Ibid. VI.5 and 6. 

3. See BP X.30-48 prasamaya prnsadaya Utfrawa miiaradhiyuio 



by simulating her emotion of motherly tenderness to the child: 

What an unfortunate mother I am that I could not sing the 
lullabies for my dear child. 

How unlucky I am that I could not enjoy the beauty of 
the infant. 

How unfortunate is Vasudeva, the father of the child, to 
have not witnessed the delighful gestures of the baby that 
were enjoyed by the foster-father, Nandagopala 1 

The Alvar laments in the words of DevakI (expressing both 
joy and sorrow): 

O Krsna, I now enjoy your sight as a young man possessing 
a face resembling the bright full moon, the soft hands, a 
wide chest, strong arms, the tender bright eyebrows and 
the wide eyes resembling the lotus petals; but I grieve for 
not having had the pleasure of seeing your beauty as a 
child at that age when the infant cannot recognise anyone 
but its own mother. How can I endure this life? 

He also bemoans: 

O my Child, beautiful and young. I have missed the joy 
of holding you close in my arms and your looking into my 
face with lovely eyes and sweet smiles, while one of my 
breasts is in your mouth. 2 

After enjoying Krsna as a child, the mystic-Alvar is attracted 
by Rama as a child. Posing himself as the mother Kausalya, he 
bursts out with great joy singing the lullabies for Rama. The ten 
hymns devoted for this purpose contain a poetic description of 
the important divine deeds performed during the Ramavatara. 3 
This is one of the ways of contemplation of the glory of God. 

When Kulasekharan thinks of Rama as a prince, he is attract¬ 
ed by -the motif of father-son as different from mother-child 
motif. He identifies himself with Dasaratha, who banished his 
dearest son Rama to the Dandakaranya forest and suffered the 
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3. Ibid. VIII. 1 to 10. 
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grief of separation. In order to express his feeling over this tragic 
event, the Alvar in the words of Dasaratha pours out his sorrow 
in ten hymns: 

O my dearest Son, who is a source of joy to me, who is 
always obedient and who should have been coronated as 
the king; what a pity I banished you to the impenetrable 
forest yielding to the words of your step mother, KaikeyT. 

O Rama, who is the saviour of all mankinds, how did 
you choose to go to the forest, after listening to the cruel 
words of KaikeyT and forsaking the people of Ayodhya 
who are so devoted to you, and also by abandoning the 
powerful elephants, the horses and chariots? How did you 
walk through the rugged path followed by the beautiful 
SIta decorated with ornaments along with your younger 
brother? 1 

How can you, who had spent all the earlier years sleep¬ 
ing on soft beds, sleep now in the forest under the shade 
of the trees on the bed made of dry leaves? 

My heart breaks when I think of your entry into the big 
forest inhabited by wild elephants. 2 

He curses KaikeyT for being responsible to send Rama along 
with his younger brother and SIta: 

What would you achieve by banishing Rama to forest, 
causing my death and sending me to heaven? 3 

These hymns filled with deep emotional feelings are not 
intended to criticise the action of either Dasaratha or KaikeyT. 
They, on the contrary, reflect the devotional love of the Alvar 
to God-incarnate Rama. The mystic often identifies himself with 
God or Goddess and any hardship or grief sustained by them 
during the state of incarnation, is equally taken as his own. 
Hence they are prompted to speak in the same language as those 
of the original characters. This represents one of the bhakti-bhavas 
which is manifested through oral expression. Kulasekhara Alvar 


1. PeruTM IX.l and 2. 

2. Ibid. IX.3 and 4. 

3. Ibid. IX.8. 
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stands as an example of such a mysticism. 

We have presented individually the mysticism of the five 
Alvars namely Nammalvar, Tirumangai Alvar, Andal, Periyalvar 
and Kulasekhara Alvar. Each one represents a distinctive type 
of God-experience. The remaining Alvars except Madhurakavi 
are also mystics in a general sense, since they too have exhibited 
an ardent longing for a direct and comprehensive vision of God. 
But they have chosen to experience God and His glory in a direct 
manner, like any devoted biiakta and hence they do not exhibit 
in their poems the mental states associated with samslesa and 
viraha . We have not therefore, included their God-experience in 
the present chapter. 



Chapter 8 


GENERAL EVALUATION AND 
CONCLUSION 


In the preceding chapters we have attempted a comprehensive 
presentation of the Philosophy and Mysticism of the Alvars, the 
twelve Vaisnava Saints of South India under the six headings: 
(1) Doctrine of Reality, (2) Doctrine of God, (3) Doctrine of JIva, 
(4) Doctrine of Sadhana, (5) Doctrine of the Supreme Goal, and 
(6) Theistic Mysticism. The views of the Alvars on these subjects 
which are found scattered in the four thousand Tamil hymns 
have been brought together and discussed in a coherent manner. 
We have shown that these theories are based on the Upanisads, 
the Pahcaratra Agamas, the Itihasas and Puranas. We have also 
seen that the Philosophical and the religious teachings of the 
Alvars are in conformity with the Visistadvaita Vedanta and the 
Vaisnava Theology as expounded by Ramanuja. We have also 
indicated the distinctive feature of the doctrines and their influ¬ 
ences on the Vaisnavism of post-Ramanuja period. Without 
repeating what has already been said, we shall now evaluate the 
contribution of the Alvars to the Visistadvaita Vedanta and in 
this connection, we shall examine the following issues: 

I. The Status of the Divya-prabandham as Tamil Veda 
II. The Tinwaymoli as Tamil Vedanta 
II. The Theory of Ubhaya-veddnta 

IV. The Influence of the Tamil Prabandhams on Ramanuja and 
his Followers 

V. The Alvars and the two Vaisnava Sects. 
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I. The Status of the Divya-prabandham as Tamil Veda 
Right from the time of Nathamuni (9th century) the Vaisnava 
Acaryas have accorded the status of Veda to the Tamil hymns 
of the Alvars. They have regarded them as Tamil moral or Tamil 
Veda. Though all the four thousand hymns are generally given 
the status of the Veda, the Tiruvaymoli of Nammalvar is specially 
singled out for this distinction. 1 Thus, Nathamuni, the first and 
foremost Acarya to recognise the greatness of the Divya- 
prabandham, describes the Tiruvaymoli as Drdvida Veda-sagara or 
the ocean of Tamil Veda. 2 Parasara Bhattar calls it Drdvida Brah¬ 
ma Samhitd . 3 Vedanta Desika gives it the title of Dramidopanisat 
and in order to justify this status, he compiled two works in 
Sanskrit verses under the title of Dramidopanisat-tdtparya-ratndvall 
and Dramidopanisat-sdra. Vadikesari Alakiyamanavala Jlyar, one 
of the commentators on Tiruvaymoli, designates his commen¬ 
tary as Dramidopanisat-bhdsyam. He has also composed a work 
in Sanskrit verse under the title of Dramidopanisat-sahgati. 

While all these claims in respect of Tiruvaymoli are unques¬ 
tionable in view of its philosophical character, it is important to 
know the correct sense in which the Tamil hymns are Veda or 
Upanisad. Prima facie, the very term Tamil-veda appears to be a 
self-contradiction. The term Veda understood in the technical 
sense, as commonly accepted by the orthodox schools of Indian 
Philosophy, particularly the Mlmamsa and Vedanta, refers to 
the Revealed Scripture in Sanskrit because it is regarded as anddi 
or beginningless, nitya or eternal and apauruseya or not ascrib- 
able to human authorship. If we accept this technical meaning 
of the term, it would appear to be laudatory to regard the 
Tiruvaymoli of Nammalvar as Veda for the reason that it does 
not fulfil the normally accepted criteria for the Veda. Some 
Vaisnava Acaryas do, however, claim that Tiruvaymoli is also 
anddi , nitya and apauruseya as it was revealed to Nammalvar by 


1. Alakiyamanavalaperumal Nayanar, the author of Acarya Hrdaya and 
Manavalamamuni regard the four works of Nammalvar as representing four 
Vedas and the six works of Tirumahgai Alvar as Vedangas or the six ancillaries 
to the Veda. 

2. See Tanian to Kanninun Siruttdmbu: 
sahasra-sakhopanisat-samdgamam namamy-aham dravida-vedasdgaram. 

3. Rangardja-stava 6: 

sahasra-sdkhdm yo adrdkstt dramidim brahma-samhitam. 
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God. The author of Acdrya Hrdaya has advanced a few argu¬ 
ments in defence of this claim. 1 2 Vedanta Desika also states that 
the Tiruvaymoli is nitya} He regards it as a Samhita or branch 
of Veda in Tamil intuited by Nammaivar in the same way as 
the Vedic seers intuited the Veda. 3 

While the orthodox Vaisnavas would not question these au¬ 
thoritative statements, we have to accept the historical fact that 
Nammaivar as the author of the Tiruvaymoli was born at a par¬ 
ticular point of time a few centuries ago, unlike the legendary 
Vedic seers and sages of the Puranas. Even though the Tamil 
hymns represent the utterances of God through the media of a 
human being, as stated by Nammaivar himself, 4 the fact that 
God sang them renders it panruseya or as a composition of a 
person. The Pdhcardtra Samhita is claimed to have been taught 
by Lord Narayana Himself, 5 although each Samhita is ascribed 
to a legendary sage or divine being and yet it is not accorded 
the status of Veda. The author of the Mahdbhdrata, Vyasa, is 
believed to be an incarnation of Narayana (anupravesdvatdra) 6 but 
this work is not accepted as Veda except in a secondary sense 
as pahcama-veda or the fifth veda. It would not therefore appear 
justifiable to regard the Tiruvaymoli as Tamil Veda in the strict 
technical sense. However, it can be considered as Veda as claimed 
by the Vaisnava Acaryas on an entirely different basis. It is Veda 
in the sense that it reveals the knowledge of God ( vedayati iti 
vedah). It can be treated as Veda or Upanisad because it contains 
the essential teachings of the Vedas including the Upanisad . This 
view is warranted by the statements made by Madhurakavi 
Alvar, Nathamuni and Vedanta Desika. In his short poem of 11 
verses written in praise of Nammaivar, Madhurakavi says that 
the essence or purport of the Vedas was taught to him by 
Nammaivar. In his own words: 

Sajunt Satakopa (Nammaivar) has sung and made my mind 


1. See AH Sutras 45-49. 

2. See Padakasahasra II-9: nityam jatd sathariputanoh nispatanti wukhat te.... 

3. Ibid. 1-3: amnayanam prakrtim-aparam samhitam drsta'oantah. 

See also DTR 10: sathajit drsta-sarviyasdkhd. 

4. See TVM VII.9.1: ennai tannakki enndl lannax intamil pddiya Isan. 

5. Mahabhdrata XII.359.68: pahcaratrasya krtsnasya uakta ndrdyanah svayam. 

6. VP III.4.5: krsnadvaipdyinam vyasam viddhi ndrdyanam prabhum. 
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absorbed in his works permanently; has sung them in such 
a way that the inner meaning (purport) of the Vedas, which 
are recited by the eminent Vedic scholars (vediyar), is clearly 
understood and well-fixed in my mind. 1 2 

Nathamuni who has composed a tanian in Tamil in praise of 
Madhurakavi says: Maran £atakopan (Nammalvar) has rendered 
into Tamil the Vedas ( vedarn tamil seyda maran satakopan)} Here 
the words vedam tamil seyda, do not mean that the Veda was 
rendered into Tamil for the obvious reason that the Tiruvdymoli 
is not either a translation or even a paraphrase ot it, but it 
implies that the essential teachings of Vedas are presented in 
Tamil. Vedanta Desika in the concluding verse of his Prabandha- 
sdra, a poetical composition in Tamil giving an outline of the life 
and works of the Alvars, states explicitly that the Alvars have 
collected together the purport of the eternal four Vedas 3 and 
presented it in pure Tamil language out of compassion for the 
benefit of humanity. In another context, he points out that the 
Alvars as divine incarnations have given to us the essence of 
Vedic teachings in a language which is accessible to all in the 
same way as the clouds gather the moisture from the ocean and 
pour it down as fresh cool water that is beneficial to all living 
beings. 4 In view of these authoritative statements, it is but 
appropriate to regard the Tamil prabandhams in general and the 
Tiruvdymoli in particular as Veda in a restricted secondary sense. 
It is not actually Veda itself in Tamil or Tamil Veda. On the other 
hand, it enjoys the status of Veda, only in terms of the sanctity 
and authoritativeness (pramanya ). An appropriate classification 
of the Divya-prabandham would be a upabrdhmana or a work 
which elucidates what is taught in the Vedas. All the Smrti texts 
such as Manusmrti, the two Itihasas, Rdmayana and Mahabhdrata 
including the Bhagavadgita and the Vaisnava Puranas such as Visnu 
Purdna are regarded as upabrdhmanas , since they elucidate what 


1. Kanninum Siruttambu 9, mikka vediyar vedattin uf porul, 

nirkap-pddi en-nenjul niruttinan. 

2. Ibid. 2. 

3. Prabandhasaram 18, andatnild dranahgal ndldy ninra 

adan karuttai dlvarhal ayndu eduttu Sentamiljl arul seyda. 

4. RTS, Guruparampard-sdra, vedarthangalil vendum sdratamdmsattai sarvarukkum 

adhiknrikka-ldna basaiydle sangrahittu kdtti... 
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is already taught in the Vedas including the Upanisads. In the 
same way, the Tiruvdyomoli of Nammalvar is an upabrdhmana but 
with a difference. As Vedanta Desika points out, it is a distinc¬ 
tive upabrdhmana (samhitd-sdrvabhaumi) since it expounds and 
elucidates the Vedantic theories in a better way than the Itihasas 
and Puranas. 1 

There is yet another reason for according a special status to 
the Divya-prabandham. As we have explained in the earlier chap¬ 
ters, the Tamil poems, though basically devotional in character, 
present a comprehensive account of Godhead in all its aspects 
viz., svarupa, rupa. guna. vibhava and lila. It is a superb treatise 
on the doctrine of God exclusively dealing, unlike the other 
religious texts, with Bhagavad-gunas in a grand way that would 
capture the mind of a devotee. 

The Visistadvaita Vedanta upholds savisesa-brahmavdda or Brah¬ 
man as endowed with attributes as against the nirvisesa- 
brahmavdda of Advaita Vedanta and identifies the metaphysical 
absolute with the personal God of Religion. The Divya-prabandham 
serves as an important source-book for such a system of philoso¬ 
phy. As we shall see later, Ramanuja and his followers have 
found sufficient material in the hymns of the Alvars for ex¬ 
pounding the fundamental tenets of the Visistadvaita Philoso¬ 
phy and Religion. It is, therefore appropriate for the Vaisnava 
Acaryas to have accorded, the status of Veda or Upanisad to the 
Tamil Prabandham. 

II. The Tiruvaymoli as Tamil Vedanta 
We may now examine whether Tiruvaymoli is Tamil Vedanta 
and if so, how it is related to the Vedanta proper in Sanskrit 
developed on the basis of the Upanisads and Vedanta-sutra. This 
is an important topic that needs consideration because the con¬ 
cept of Ubhaya-veddnta which has gained great importance in the 


1. See DTR 4, yattat-krtyam irutinam munigana-vihitaih 
setihdsaih puranaih, 

tatrasau sattva-slmnah sathamathana-muneh 
samhita-sarvabhaumi. 

See also Stotraratna-bhasya on verse 5. 

paraSara prabandhadapi vedanta-rahasya vaisadyatitaya hetubhutaih 
sadyah paramdtmani cittaranjakatarrmih sarvopajivyaih upabrahmanaih... 
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post-Ramanuja period, is based on the assumption that 

TiruvaymoU is Vedanta. 

The term Vedanta, like Veda, bears a special connotation. In 
a technical sense, it means the end of Vedas ( vedasya antah) or 
the concluding portions of the Vedas and as such it refers pri¬ 
marily to the Upanisads. 1 It is also used to denote the system 
or school of thought (darsana) developed on the basis of the 
Upanisads. In this sense, it is commonly applied to the Vedanta - 
siitra of Badarayana on the basis of which different schools of 
Vedanta such as Advaita, Visistadvaita, Dvaita have come up. 
So in the strict technical sense of the term, the Tamil compo¬ 
sition of Nammalvar cannot be Vedanta. However, it can be 
treated as Vedanta in a secondary sense on the ground that it 
contains the essentials of the Upanisadic teachings on the anal¬ 
ogy of the Bhagavadgita. The Gita being part of the Mahabharata 
is not Vedanta in the technical sense but still it is regarded as 
a Vedanta treatise because it contains the cream of the Upanisadic 
teachings. The same is the case with the TiruvaymoU. 

An objection can be raised against this view on the ground 
of language. Sanskrit is accepted as a sacred language for the 
reason that the Revealed Scripture (Veda) is in that language. 
So also the Vedanta texts in Sanskrit developed on the basis of 
the Upanisads are sacred and authoritative source-books for 
Vedanta. But the hymns of the Alvars are composed in Tamil. 
Would it be proper to accord it a status equal to the Veda and 
Vedanta? The Vaisnava Acaryas who are aware of this objection 
have provided a suitable answer to it. 2 The Tamil language, 
according to tradition is propounded by the sage Agastya and 
thereby it gains as much sanctity as Sanskrit. 3 Besides, for the 
worship of God and singing His glory, any language is considered 


1. The term upanisad is also defined as that which is close to Brahman or that 
which directly reveals the nature of Brahman ( Brahmani upanisanneti upanisad). 
In this sense TiruvaymoU is treated as Upanisad as it is supposed to reveal the 
nature of Brahman or God directly. But the more commonly accepted meaning 
of the Upanisad is the concluding portion of the Vedas known as Brahma Kdnda 
because that alone reveals Brahman directly as distinct from the ritualistic 
portion of the Vedas known as Pitrva Kdnda which refers to Brahman indirectly 
(sadvaraka). 

2. See Nanjiyar's Onpadindyirappddi, Introduction. 

3. See Acdrya Hrdaya-sutra 41. 
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appropriate. As the Tamil hymns sing the glory of God, they 
enjoy equal sanctity with Sanskrit. 1 The Ajvars themselves have 
acknowledged both Sanskrit and Tamil as sacred languages. 2 
The content of a work is more important than the language for 
religious purposes. The fact that the Rdmdyana was composed 
in Hindi or Tamil would not affect its sanctity and value, since 
the subject-matter which is important is the same. 

The important point for consideration is whether or not Tamil 
hymns represent the Sanskritic Vedanta of the Upanisads. In the 
preceding chapters, we have presented an exposition of the philo¬ 
sophical and theological teachings of the Alvars as revealed in 
their Tamil hymns. We have also seen that these are also in 
conformity with the Upanisadic teachings. The philosophical 
theories, though not discussed in systematic detail, are presented 
adequately at different places in the Tamil hymns. In view of 
this, the Tamil Prabandham can be accepted as a Vedanta work 
in the sense that it is a composition containing Upanisadic 
teachings. 

The Vaisnava Acaryas have offered a few additional expla¬ 
nations to justify the Vedanta status to the Tamil Prabandhams 
in general and Tiruvdymoli in particular. In the first place, the 
Vedanta is primarily devoted to the study of the nature of the 
Ultimate Reality {tattva), the means of attaining it (sddhana) and 
the supreme goal of life ( parama-purusdrtha ). Accordingly, the 
Veddnta-sutra, the primary text on Vedanta, deals with these 
three subjects—the first two adhydyas, with tattva, the third and 
fourth with the other two topics respectively. All the Tamil poems 
cover these topics either directly or indirectly. The earliest com¬ 
mentary of Pillan on the Tiruvdymoli in Sanskritised Tamil re¬ 
veals beyond any doubt the Vedantic content of this poem. As 


1. See DTR 1-4, bhdsd-gltih prasastd bhagavati vacandt rdjavaccopacarat, sdca agastya- 

prasutdt.... 

2. See Perumaj Tirumoli 1.4. 

Kulasekharalvar speaks of God as representing the sweetness of Tamil songs 
and also the northern language, Sanskrit. 
am tamiUn inpappdvinai, avvadamoijyai... 

See also Tirumarigai Alvar's Tirutieduntdndaknm 4, 

Tirumarigai Alvar describes the Lord as the one who is in the form of the sound 
of Tamil and who is also in the form of the Sanskrit word {vnda sol). 
$entiratlami[ osai , vadasolldhi. 



228 Philosophy and Theistic Mysticism of the AlvArs 

pointed out by Vedanta Desika, the first twenty and the conclud¬ 
ing twenty verses of Tiruvaymoli present briefly and clearly the 
substance of Vedanta Philosophy following the same sequence 
as adopted by the Veddnta-sutra (sdrlraka arthakrama ). 1 

According to the commentators, each centum of the Tiruvaymoli 
deals with a specific theory of Vedanta. Thus, Periyavascan Pillai 
points out that the first two centums cover the nature of the 
Ultimate Reality (parasvarupa); the third and fourth with the 
nature of individual self (pratyagatma svarupa); the fifth and sixth 
refer to the means of attainment ( updya ); the seventh and eighth 
deal with the removal of obstacles in the way of attaining the 
goal (praptivirodhi-nivrtti) and the last two with the nature of the 
goal and its attainment (phalasiddhi ). The author of Idu also 
upholds the view that Tiruvaymoli deals with these five subjects. 2 

Vedanta Desika points out that in addition to these five topics 
the ten centum of Tiruvaymoli cover the following ten points 
respectively: 3 

1. God is the Supreme Being to be sought (sevyatva), 

2. God is the desirable object of worship ( bhogyatva ). 

3. God possesses a spiritual body (§ubhatanutva). 

4. God is the highest object of enjoyment (sarvabhogyddhikatva). 

5. God is the giver of the supreme goal ( sreyah tadhetudanatva). 

6. God is attainable through prapatti (prapadana sulabhah ). 

7. God is capable of removing evil ( anista vidhvamsanasUatva). 

8. God exercises His will in disposing His grace in accor¬ 
dance with the desire exhibited by the devotees 
(i bhakta&chandanuvrttitva ). 

9. God is friendly to all unconditionally (nirupddhika suhrttva). 

10. God assists the individual in leading him to moksa 

(satpadavl sahdyatva). 


1. See DTR, 1.5, ddau gdrirakartha-kramam iha 

vi&adam vimsatih vakti sdgrd. 

See also VeddntaSdstra , drdviddgamddya-dasaka-dvandyaikakanthyam. 

This work is written by one whose name is given as Varadavara Yogi Ramanuja 
and who is probably the same one as Alakiya Manavalaperumal Jiyar. This 
book expounds how the first twenty verses of Tiruvaymoli reflects the important 
adhikaranas or topics of the Veddnta-sutra. 

2. Idu, Mudal Sriyahpati, ivaindume liruvdymoliyil pratipddikkiradu. 

3. DTR, verse 1.8, See also Dramidopanisat-sara, verse 1. 
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In the opinion of Vedanta Desika, all that is to be understood 
in the Vedanta-sastra is contained in the Tiruvaymoli . l 

According to the author of the Acdrya Hrdaya, the ten centums 
of the TiruvaymolJ deal with the following ten divine attributes 
respectively: 2 

1. Paratva or Narayana as the Supreme Being. 

2. Karanatva or the Supreme Lord as the primary cause of 
the universe. 

3. Vyapakaiva or He abides at all times and in all sentient 
beings and non-sentient entities both within and without. 

4 Niyantrtva or He is the controller of all. 

5. Karunikatva or He is compassionate. 

6. Saranyatva or He is the sole refuge. 

7. Saktatva or He is all powerful. 

8. Satyakdmatva or God is endowed with kalydna-gunas (aus¬ 
picious attributes) and vibhutis (glorious property). 

9. Apatsakhatva or He is the real friend for the devotees in 
distress. 

10. Artiharatva or He is the one who can fulfil the ardent 
craving of the devotee to attain Him. 

From the standpoint of Vaisnava Theology, the entire 
Divyaprabandham is an exposition of the inner meaning of the 
three esoteric Vaisnava mantras , known as mula-mantra or 
Narayana mantra of eight syllables (astaksara), the dvaya which 
refers to the sarandgati (self-surrender to God), the carma-sloka, 
the verse in the concluding chapter of the Gita enjoining the self- 
surrender (prapatti). These mantras contain the quintessence of 
Vedanta in general and in particular, the tattva, hita and purusdrtha . 
On the strength of the hidden inner meaning of the hymns 
(svdpadesdrtha), the Vaisnava Acaryas believe that the Tamil 
Prabartdhams are an exposition of Vedanta. 

In the light of all these explanations it is difficult to deny the 
status of Vedanta to the Tiruvaymoli. Though it comprises Tamil 
hymns in praise of God, it also teaches Vedanta Philosophy. 


1. DTR 11.118. 

2. AH 218-228. 
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III. The Theory of Ubhaya-veddnta 

What is Ubhaya-veddnta? This is a concept which has come into 
vogue since the time of Nathamuni. The word ubhaya is a pro¬ 
nominal adjective which means two or dual. According to the 
rule of the Sanskrit grammar this compound word means ubhau 
veddntau or two Vedantas. What are the two Vedantas? The 
answer is, as generally understood in Vaisnavism, the Tamil 
Vedanta of Divyaprabandham and the Sanskrit Vedanta of the 
Upanisads. The Sanskrit Vedanta taken by itself cannot be Ubhaya- 
vcdanta; nor does the TiruvdymoU by itself stand for it and the 
two taken together represent Ubhaya-veddnta. They are compa¬ 
rable to the two eyes through which we look at the Supreme 
Being or God. 

The concept understood in this sense presents a difficulty. 
The subject-matter of the two Vedantas is not considered to be 
different. Both deal with Tattva , Hita and Purusartha. If the subject- 
matter is the same, why then call it ubhaya or dual Vedanta? If 
the Vedanta teachings in Sanskrit are also expressed in Tamil, 
it would not become a different Vedanta. In order to overcome 
this problem, the compound word may be expressed as 
ubhayascdsaii veddntasca or the system constituted of two Vedantas 
namely the Tamil Vedanta and Sanskrit Vedanta. It would then 
amount to saying that the Vedanta or the Theology which is 
accepted by the Srlvaisnavas of South India is Ubhaya-veddnta , 
in the sense that it is a system developed on the basis of two 
source-books. In other words, the school of thought which 
embodies the teachings of the Upanisads and the Alvars is Ubhaya- 
veddnta. 

Even this view presents a difficulty as it would admit the 
advent of a combined system of Vedanta or Theology, as distinct 
from the good old traditonal Sanskrit Vedanta. The question 
arises: when did it come into existence? Was it prevalent at the 
time of Nammalvar? Or did it arise at a later period, either 
during the time of Nathamuni or immediately after Ramanuja. 
In this connection, some western scholars have taken the view 
that two diverse traditions viz., the Tamil Vaisnava tradition 
and the Sanskritic Vaisnava tradition were merged together at 
the time of Ramanuja by Pillan (1068 a.d.) in order to project a 
combined theology as Ubhaya-veddnta or dual theology based on 
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both the Sanskrit and Tamil Vedas. 1 Though it is true that for 
the first time Pillan, a disciple of Ramanuja wrote a commentary 
on Tiruvaymoli in manipravala in which he mixed the Sanskrit 
phrases used in the Sanskrit Vedanta works with the Tamil words 
used in the Tiruvaymoli of Nammalvar, it cannot be accepted 
that two diverse Vaisnava traditions or theologies were merged 
together for more than one reason. In the first instance, it would 
be wrong to assume the existence of two separate Vaisnava 
theologies or traditions. Historically speaking, Vaisnavism as a 
monotheistic religion has been in existence from the time of Rg- 
Veda and it has passed through successive stages of development 
up to the time of Ramanuja and his successors. 2 The basic tenets 
of Vaisnavism have remained the same, though there may be 
doctrinal differences which generally arise in any historical 
evolution of a religion. Secondly, the Alvars did not preach and 
practise a Vaisnavism different from that which existed before 
their advent. Similarly, the Vaisnavas who lived during the time 
of Alvars and those who lived long after them were not different 
from those who lived during Ramanuja and post-Ramanuja 
period. In connection with the description of religious centres, 
we come across plenty of references in the hymns of the Alvars, 
to orthodox Vaisnava Brahmins who are stated to be well-versed 
in the four Vedas, engaged in the performance of yagas and other 
prescribed rituals and who scrupulously followed the Vedic 
tradition. 3 Some of these hymns mention the specific number of 
Vedic Brahmins as three thousand and describe them as knowers 
of Sanskrit Veda. They also refer to the smoke emanating from 
the consecrated fire. Are these Vaisnavas different from the Tamil 
Vaisnavas of Alvar period? They cannot be, as otherwise the 
Alvars would not speak about them with veneration. Nor are 
the Vaisnavas of the Alvar period following the Tamil tradition 

1. See John Carmen and Vasudha Narayanan, The Tamil Veda Chapters 1 and 13. 

2. See Srinivasa Chari, Vaisnavism—Its Philosophy, Theology and Religious Discipline, 
Chapter I. 

3. See TVM V.9.3; VI.1.2, 4 VII.3.3, 6. 

PTM II.10.1, 1, 2; III.6.1; III 2.2; III.2.8; III 8.4; IV.3.2-7; V.9.9; VI.1.7. 

PenTM IV.4.1, 7; IV.7.8; IV.8.1, 2. 

NacTM 11.10.11; PeruTM 1.10.2. 

See also Agnihotram Ramanuja Tatachar, Alvdrhalum vedahgajurii. 

This monograph in Tamil explains in detail how the Alvars have adored the 
Vedas and how they describe the Vedic Brahmins who are well-versed in the 
Vedas and who have been engaged in Vedic rites and daily rituals. 
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different from the Vaisnavas of Ramanuja period to whom he 
imparted Vedanta. The Bhagavata religion or the religion of the 
the Pancaratra Agama is considered by some modern scholars 
as different from the Vaisnava religion of the Ramanuja period. 
Even this is far from the truth. Bhagavan is the same as Visnu 
or Narayana and worshippers of this deity from the early time 
to the present day are Vaisnavas. The customs and certain 
religious observances may vary from place to place but basically 
as devotees of Visnu they are the same irrespective of the places 
and the period in which they lived. It is, therefore, wrong to 
assume the existence of two different theologies and their 
amalgamation at a later period. 

We have to look at this matter in the correct perspective. The 
Alvars who were bom long before Ramanuja taught the same 
Vedanta Philosophy and Vaisnava Religion that was already 
prevalent through the medium of Tamil language which was 
then the principal regional language of South India and under¬ 
stood widely by the common folk. With the bhakti movement 
gaining greater momentum, the common people were greatly 
attracted by the devotional songs as these had an emotional 
appeal to them. According to tradition, these hymns were lost 
for a few centuries and it, therefore, became the task of Nathamuni 
in the 9th century to rediscover and introduce them as part of 
the temple ritual. At that time, there would have been some 
resentment among the orthodox Brahmins strictly adhering to 
the Vedic tradition to accept the authority and sanctity of Tamil 
hymns because of the prejudice towards the language, compa¬ 
rable to the opposition evinced initially by the orthodox Hindus 
in the North India towards the TulasI Ramayana in Hindi lan¬ 
guage. This is evident from the fact that both Vedanta Desika 
(14th century) and Alakiya-manavala-perumal Nayanar (the 
younger brother of Pillailokacarya) have made special effort to 
establish the Vedatva for the Tamil hymns. The Vaisnava Acaryas 
from the time of Nathamuni realized the importance and value 
of Tamil poems as a Vedantic work and they have therefore 
accorded to it a Vedic status to establish its authoritativeness as 
a source-book for Vedanta. Realizing the value of the Tiruvdymoli 
for the study of the Theistic System of Vedanta, Ramanuja got 
a commentary written on it by Pillan, his trusted disciple. This 
undertaking of Pillan is not intended to combine two distinct 
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Vaisnava traditions or theologies. On the other hand, it was 
intended to amalgamate. Similar teachings of Vaisnava religion 
expressed in two different languages. The adoption of manipravala 
or the Tamil interspersed with Sanskrit was not, therefore, in¬ 
tended for the purpose of merging together two distinct tradi¬ 
tions. Nor is it correct to say that the acknowledgement of dual 
Vedanta by the Vaisnava Acaryas lead to the adoption of 
manipravala in order to spread the knowledge of two scriptures 
in a common language. 1 Actually, it became a necessity to adopt 
manipravala in order to interpret a classical Tamil poem con¬ 
taining Vedantic concepts because it was easier to explain the 
philosophical import of the hymns by using Sanskrit phrases 
instead of the pure Tamil terms. Besides, a philosophical work 
written in such a style becomes understandable by the common 
people who are not fully conversant with Sanskrit. 

We now comeback to our basic question. What then is Ubhaya- 
veddnta? In the light of the facts, we have so far noticed, the term 
in a strict technical sense should be applicable to the religio- 
philosophical works which embody the teachings contained in 
both the Sanskrit Vedanta and the Tamil Vedanta. The extensive 
commentaries on the Tiruvaymoli present manifestly the Vaisnava 
Philosophy and religion by drawing material from both the 
sources—the Sanskrit Vedanta texts and the Tamil Prabandhams 
both of which deal with the same subject-matter in two different 
languages. The Ardyirappadi of Pillan and the Idu of 
Vadakkutiruvldi Pillai are two best examples of Ubhaya-veddnta 
texts. In both these works we can notice how extensively the 
contents of Sri-bhasya are mixed with those of the Tiruvaymoli. 
Among the independent Vaisnava treatises, the Rahasya-traya- 
sara of Vedanta Desika and the Srivacana-bhitsana of Pijlailokacarya 
offer another example of Ubhaya-veddnta . The term Ubhaya-veddnta 
should, therefore, be applicable to the Vedanta or Theology that 
is embodied in these works and not to any new system of Vedanta 
or Theology as supposed to have been developed by combining 
two distinct Vaisnava traditions. In a broad sense even the 
Tiruvaymoli can be claimed to contain Ubhaya-veddnta as it also 
incorporate Upanisadic teachings. In the same way, $ri-bhasya of 
Ramanuja is also Ubhaya-veddnta work as it contains implicitly 


1. See K.K.A. Venkatachari, $rivaisnava Mani-pravala, p. 4. 
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the Alvars teachings. On the same ground the traditional teach¬ 
ing transmitted orally through the giiruparampards from the time 
of Nammah/ar, who is the kulapati of Srlvaisnavas, can be treated 
as Ublmya-veddnta. But in a technical sense, it would be more 
appropriate to use this title for the manipravdla works which 
present the same old Vedanta Philosophy and Vaisnava religion 
by drawing material from the basic Vedanta texts in Sanskrit 
and the Tamil works of the Alvars. The Ubhaya veddntin is one 
who has acquired scholarship in both Sanskrit Vedanta works 
such as Sn-bhdsya and the commentaries on the Tiruvdymolj 
including the manipravala Vaisnava treatises dealing with eso¬ 
teric doctrines ( Sampraddya Granthas). 

IV. The Influence of Tamil Prabandhams on Ramanuja 
and His Successors 

The question has been raised by some Western Scholars as to 
whether Ramanuja was influenced by the teachings of the Alvars. 
The orthodox Vaisnavas accept the guruparampard tradition, ac¬ 
cording to which Tirumalai Andan, a direct disciple of Yamuna 
taught the meaning of Tiruvdymolj to Ramanuja. 1 There are several 
references in the Idu to Ramanuja's views or interpretations of 
the hymns of Tiruvdymolj and these indicate that he himself was 
teaching it to his pupils. It is also believed that the first and 
foremost commentary on Tiruvdymolj written by Tirukkurukai 
Piran Pillan records what is taught to him by Ramanuja and that 
this commentary was prepared at the instance of Ramanuja. No 
one in the Vaisnava circle questions about these facts. Neverthe¬ 
less a doubt arises in this regard since in none of his works 
Ramanuja makes any reference either to Nammalvar by name 
or to any of his hymns. For a modem scholar this is a puzzling 
issue. 

That Ramanuja was acquainted with the Tamil Prabandham 
need not be doubted because as a scholar born in Srlperumbudur 
(Tamil Nadu) he would have certainly known it. Tirumalai Andan 
was reputed to be an authority on both the Vedanta as recorded 
by Andhrapurna also known as Vaduka Nambi, a disciple of 
Ramanuja in the Yatiraja-vaibhava, a biographical poem on 


1. See RTS, Guruparampard-sara Tirumalai Andan srtpddattile tiruvaymoUkku artham 

kettarulindr. 
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Ramanuja. 1 2 He taught to Ramanuja what he had learnt from his 
own teacher, Yamuna. We could also reasonably guess that 
Ramanuja having acquired the knowledge of Tintvaymoli would 
have made use of it in writing his commentaries on the Veddnta- 
sutra 2 and the Bhagavadgita and also other independent treatises. 
He has also drawn material from the works of Yamuna who 
himself was influenced by the teachings of the Alvars as is evident 
from several verses in Stotraratna which reflect the Tamil hymns 
of the Alvars. Though Yamuna does not quote the hymns di¬ 
rectly in any of his works, he pays obeisance to Nammalvar by 
name (as Vakuldbhirama) at the outset of his Stotraratna. Ramanuja 
too would have shown similar respect to his spiritual ancestor, 
Nammalvar, following the Vaisnava tradition of paying homage 
to all the earlier preceptors ending with God who is the prathama- 
guru or the first primary preceptor. 

Why then he did not refer to the hymns of Nammalvar di¬ 
rectly? This is an intriguing question. A plausible explanation for 
the silence of Ramanuja can be found. Ramanuja has written 
nine works. These are: Sribhasya (a detailed commentary on 
Veddnta-sutra ); Veddnta-dipa and Vedanta-sara (two smaller com¬ 
mentaries on the same); Vedartha-sahgraha, which is a treatise 
primarily concerned with commenting the selected, disputed 
Upanisadic texts; three gadyas or prose-lyrics primarily dealing 
with Sarandgati (self-surrender) and lastly nitya-grantha on the 
mode of worship of God. The major objective of Sri-bhdsya is to 
interpret the Veddnta-sutras in such a manner as to uphold the 
theory that Brahman is savisesa or qualified with attributes, that 
the individual souls (cit) and the universe (acit) are absolutely 
real and that Brahman as organically related to cit and acit is 
one Reality ( Visistddvaita ). In this endeavour, it was a major pre¬ 
occupation for Ramanuja to defend his thesis against the theo¬ 
ries that had been thus far advanced by the rival schools of 
Vedanta, Advaita Vedanta of Samkara and the bhedd-bheda-vdda 


1. See Yatiraja-vaibhava, verse 1 

srimad-ydmuna desikad-adhigata-srutyanta-yugmasayah. 

The word Srutyanta-yugma conveys the idea of Ubhaya-veddnta {Srutycmta means 
end of Veda and yugma means two). This is the first time that we come across 
this phrase in the extant Vaisnava literature. 

2. See AH sutra 65 Bhdsyakdrar idai kondu sutra-vydkhydnahgal orunga viduvdr . 
See also the commentary of Manavalamamuni on this sutra. 
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of Bhaskara and Yadava. When he was engaged in a disputation 
of this kind with a rival school of thought, it is but appropriate 
that following the traditional convention of logicians, to concen¬ 
trate on the defence of his theories, on the basis of the very 
pramanas accepted by the adversaries which consisted of Scrip¬ 
tural and Smrti texts. In such a situation, he must have felt that 
it would be inappropriate to bring in the Tamil hymns of the 
Alvars as a pramana, even if it had appeared as valid to him since 
it was not accepted as a valid pramana by the rival schools. In 
view of this position, Ramanuja refrained from making any 
reference to the Alvars in his Srl-bhasya as well as the two other 
commentaries on the Veddnta-sutra. The same principle applies 
to Vedartha-sangraha and the Gitd-bhdsya. We can judge the extent 
of his intellectual honesty from the fact that Ramanuja strictly 
confines himself only to such selected principal Upanisads and 
the Puranas such as Visnu Purdna which were accepted as au¬ 
thoritative by his rival Vedantin, Samkara. 

The three Gadyas, the prose lyrics, are theological in character 
dealing primarily with prapatti and incidentally with God and 
His attributes, paramapada and nitya-kaihkarya. Though there is 
some scope in these works to refer to the Alvars, he did not 
make any reference to their hymns for a justifiable reason. In the 
three Gadyas, Ramanuja speaks in very personal terms in his 
capacity as a devotee who has totally surrendered to God and 
describes the manner in which he performed sarandgati at the 
feet of the Supreme Lord associated with Goddess Sri, by ex¬ 
pressing his own inability to observe any other updya for moksa, 
seeking forgiveness for all offences ( apaedra ) committed by him 
and invoking divine grace for himself to render nitya-kaihkarya 
in the paramapada . In such a narration, which sounds like the 
personal confession and prayer for a higher spiritual goal, the 
question of quoting the views of Alvars does not arise. 

As regards the nitya-grantha dealing with daily rituals, includ¬ 
ing worship of God, its nature and content is such that it does 
not warrant any material to be drawn from the Alvars. 

All these facts explain the absence of any direct references to 
the Alvars in the works of Ramanuja. To assume as some Ameri¬ 
can scholars have done, 1 that Ramanuja being a conservative 


1. See John Carman and Vasudha Narayana, The Tamil Veda , p. 54. 
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Brahman did not like to mention in his Sanskrit works anything 
not written in Sanskrit, would be wrong. 

Whether or not Ramanuja referred to the Alvars and whether 
or not he commanded Pillan to write a commentary on the 
Tiruvaymoli, the fact remains that he has been influenced in several 
ways by the hymns of the Alvars. Though Ramanuja primarily 
owes his allegiance to the sage Bodhayana and the principal 
Upanisads in writing his Srl-bhasya, as is evident from his own 
words, he has been guided by the teachings of the Alvars in the 
interpretation of certain crucial Upanisadic texts and in formu¬ 
lating certain theological doctrines. 1 We have taken note of these 
points in the concerned chapters. However, as an epilogue we 
may recall briefly the nature and extent of the influence of the 
Alvars on Ramanuja. 

The central doctrine of the Visistadvaita Vedanta is that Brah¬ 
man as the Saririn or the universal soul is organically related to 
the universe of cit (sentient souls) and acit (not-sentient entities) 
in the same way as the soul is related to the physical body. This 
is known as sarirdtma-bhdva sambandha . The main scriptural au¬ 
thority for the formulation of this theory is the Antary arm Brdhmana 
of the Brhaddranyaka Upanisad which mentions specifically that 
the five elements and other entities in the universe including the 
soul are sarira of body of Brahman as antarydmin. On the strength 
of this scriptural text Ramanuja advances his theory of organic 
relation. In interpreting this particular Upanisadic passage in 
favour of his main thesis, Ramanuja would have derived both 
inspiration and support from Nammalvar's hymns in which he 
speaks in clear terms that the Supreme Being pervades every¬ 
thing in the universe on the analogy of body-soul relationship. 
The Antaraydml Brdhmana would have been noticed by the 
Vedantins of other schools of thought prior to Ramanuja but 
none of them offered the kind of interpretation that Ramanuja 
advanced. From this it may be concluded that Ramanuja was 
guided by the teaching of Nammalvar in this regard. We have 
explained in an earlier chapter how Nammalvar has presented 
the details of the theory and the impact of the Alvars 7 teachings 
on the same. 2 


1. See fn 2, p. 277. 

2. See Chapter 2, pp. 51-60. 
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The keynote of Vaisnavism is that Visnu or Narayana is the 
Supreme Deity ( para-devata ) who is higher than Brahma, Rudra 
and all other devatds and Goddess Sri is inseparably related to 
Him. Para-tattva in other words, is Sriyahpati or Tirumal. 
Ramanuja upholds this theory in all his writings. Though this 
theory is supported by the Upanisads, Visnu Parana and other 
religious texts, the Alvars have enunciated it in a clear way on 
the basis of their intuitive experience of God. Their statements 
which carry the authority of personal experience have provided 
support to Ramanuja in formulating this theory. 

The description of Godhead in all its aspects such as svarupa, 
riipa , guna, vibhava, Hid etc., as provided in the Gadyas is superb. 
Where did Ramanuja derive these ideas? As we have explained 
in the chapter on the Doctrine of God, 1 neither the Upanisads 
nor the Smrti texts including the Pancaratra Agamas present all 
these attributes in such picturesque manner. But these are found 
in the Tamil poems of Alvars. The description of the glory of 
God in all aspects is not only vivid but looks so realistic that 
one cannot fail to notice an element of direct experience of 
Godhead by these mystic saints. It is therefore very likely that 
these have had a great impact on Ramanuja. 

The concept of nirupddhika-sesatva or the absolute uncondi¬ 
tioned subordination of jwa to paramdtman and the concept of 
Bhdgavata-sesatva or the subordination of an individual to the 
devotees of God are the two significant features of Vaisnava 
theology to which Ramanuja has accorded great importance. 
Both these ideas are not explicit in the Upanisads. There are a 
few references to them in the Itihasas and Puranas. But as we 
have noticed in an earlier chapter, 2 several Alvars have placed 
great emphasis on these concepts. The direct influence of Alvars 
on Ramanuja and his followers in this regard can be noticed 
conspicuously. 

Ramanuja has used three terms, namely parabhakti , parajndna 
and parama-bhakti in his prose lyric. He was the first among the 
Vaisnava Acaryas to employ these words. We do not find any 
mention of these concepts either in the Upanisads or the Visnu 
Parana and the Bhagavadgita where bhakti as a sddhana for moksa 


1. See Chapter 3, pp. 79-80. 

2. See Chapter 4, pp. 137-39. 
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finds a prominent place. What could be the source of it for 
Ramanuja? Obviously it is the prabandham of Nammalvar that 
has provided the basis for it. Though these terms as such are 
not mentioned in the hymns, the ideas underlying the three 
concepts are clearly found in them. As we have seen in the 
chapter on the Theistic Mysticism/ these are the phases of bhakti 
which constitute the three facets of mystic experience of God. 
The influence of the Alvars on Ramanuja in this regard is un¬ 
deniable. 

The most significant contribution of the Alvars to Vaisnavism 
as expounded by Ramanuja and his followers lies in the advo¬ 
cacy of the doctrine of prapatti as a direct means to moksa. 
Although we can find this doctrine in the Pancaratra Samhitas 
and the Itihasas as well as Puranas, the acceptance of prapatti 
as a sadhana in preference to the Bhakti-yoga and its observance 
as a ritual for the attainment of moksa was put into practice by 
Nammalvar for the first time among the Vaisnava saints. Among 
the extant works, we see that Yamuna adopted it, and following 
his example, Ramanuja too has demonstrated its observance as 
a direct sadhana to moksa in his $aranagati-gadya. The lead for 
observance of prapatti has thus come from Nammalvar and he 
is, therefore, rightly regarded as prapanna-jana-kutastha or the 
leader of the prapannas. 1 2 

The theory of nitya-kairikarya or uninterrupted divine service 
in paramapada as the supreme spiritual goal has been incorpo¬ 
rated by Ramanuja into the Vaisnava theology. He refers to it 
in the Gadyas and prays to God to bless him with it in the state 
of moksa. Neither the Upanisads nor the Vedanta-sutra make any 
mention of it explicitly. But the Alvars have spoken about it with 
special emphasis. 3 4 

These are some of the important doctrines adopted by 
Ramanuja on the basis of the teachings of the Alvars. There may 
be many other ideas which he would have borrowed. Accord¬ 
ing to tradition, the Vaisnava sat-sampradaya owes its beginning 
(leaving out the Divine Beings) to Nammalvar , who is acknowl¬ 
edged as the kulapati / the founder seer of Vaisnava theology. He 

1. See Chapter 7, pp. 177-80. 

2. See Chapter 5, pp. 143-45. 

3. See Chapter 6, pp. 167-69. 

4. See Stotraratna, verse 5: ddyasya uah kulapntch vakulabhinimam. 
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imparted the esoteric doctrines to Madhurakavi from whom it 
was transmitted in succession right up to Nathamuni. Nammalvar 
also taught the Tamil hymns to Nathamuni in his Yogic state . 1 
These teachings were further passed on orally from one Acarya 
to another in succession. Following this tradition of guruparampara, 
Ramanuja would have definitely received instruction from his 
own preceptors on the essential teachings of Nammalvar. 

V. TJte Alvars and the Vaisnava Sects 
We are now left with the question whether the controversial 
doctrines that developed during the post-Ramanuja period be¬ 
tween the two Vaisnava sects—Tenkalai and Vadakalai—owe 
their origin to the teachings of the Alvars. On the philosophical 
side, there is hardly any room for controversy between the two 
sects. Both of them owe their allegiance to Ramanuja and both 
accept all the tenets of Visistadvaita Vedanta as expounded in 
the $rl-bhdsya. Both have also acknowledged the authoritative 
nature of the Ubhaya-Veddnta. However, on the theological side 
there are a few doctrines on which they have some dispute. 
These have been listed in some of the later Vaisnava works 
under the title of astddasa-bhedas or eighteen points of difference . 2 
Most of these are of minor character and do not have any 
philosophical significance. The important ones which have bear- 


1. See RTS, Guruparampard-sdra, 

ivarukku madhurakavihal mudalaha unddna sampradaya 
paramparaiydlum tiruvdymoli mukhattalum yogadasaiyile 
sdksdtkrtardyum nammalvar dearyardndr. 

2. These are summed up in one single verse: 

bhedah svdmikrpa phala anyagatisu srlvydpti updydtyayah 
tad-vatsalya dayd-nirukti vacasoh nydse ca tatkartari; 
dharmatydga virodhayoh sva-vihite nydsdriga-hetutvayoh 
prdyascitavidhau tadiya-bhajane anuvydpti kaivalyayoh. 

The topics mentioned in this verse are: 1. difference in Divine grace; 2. difference 
in moksa-phala ; 3. types of updya; 4. ontological status of Goddess Sn; 5. Goddess 
serving as updya for moksa; 6. meaning of the term vdtsalya ; 7. meaning of the 
term dayd; 8. nature of prapatti; 9. eligibility for observing prapatti; 10. 
renouncement of dharma as ahga of prapatti; 11. incompatibility of updya with 
the jwa-svarupa; 12. observance of varnasrama-dharma by a prapanna; 13. 
compliance with the prescribed prerequisites of prapatti; 14. prapatti as a sadhana 
for moksa; 15. need to expiate sins committed intentionally by a prapanna; 16. 
the worshipping a low caste bhagavata by a Brahmin; 17. the nature of pervasion 
of God in souls which are monadic; 18. the nature of kaivalya. 
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ing on the teachings of the Alvars are the following: 

1. The ontological status of Goddess £ri. 

2. The nature of prapatti as a sadhana or updya to moksa. 

3. The concept of divine grace (svdim-krpd or arul _). 

4. The observance of nitya-naimittika karma by a prapanna. 

5. The theory of kaivalya. 

We shall examine these briefly with reference to the hymns 
of the Alvars to find out if* they lend any support to the con¬ 
troversies. 

The main issue relating to the status of Goddess Sri is whether 
or not She is an integral part of God. If Goddess is part of the 
divinity, even though the two are separate ontological entities, 
She would enjoy equal status with God and as such She has a 
role in all the important divine functions. If She is not part of 
divinity. She would remain a beloved consort of God with a 
subordinate status like an exalted individual soul performing 
certain limited functions such as purusakdratva. The Vadakalai 
sect maintains the first view, while Tenkalai sect subscribes to 
the second. 

The views of the Alvars on the subject of Goddess are fully 
presented in an earlier chapter. 1 If we go by the hymns without 
bringing in the interpretations of the later commentators, we can 
notice that Goddess is inseparably related to God and the two 
together serve as the updya or means to moksa by removing the 
karma (vinai) standing as the obstacles for God-realization. The 
hymns also state that both shower grace on the devotees and 
confer moksa . These hymns understood in the context in which 
they are sung do not lend any support to the controversy that 
has arisen at a later period. Nowhere is there any mention in 
the poems about Sri being monadic ( anu ) like an individual soul 
and ocdapying a subordinate position. The commentators on the 
Tiruvdymoli also do not express such a view. The source for the 
controversy surrounding the theory of Goddess is, therefore, to 
be sought elsewhere. 

On the theory of prapatti , the main controversy is related to 
the need of its observance as a prescribed sadhana for the pur¬ 
pose of moksa. If moksa is to be secured solely by the grace of 


1. See Chapter 2, pp. 70-75. 
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God (i and ), where is the need of a sadhana which involves human 
effort? The issue finally centres round the subject of divine 
grace vis-a-vis human effort. If eventually the unconditioned krpd, 
known as nirhetuka-krpa, in Vaisnava terminology, is instrumen¬ 
tal in granting moksa, there would be no need to perform prapatti 
as a ritualistic act in the form of surrendering one's self to God 
with the compliance of the five requisite components (ahgas) or 
prapatti. This is the position taken by the Terikalai sect. This view 
is controverted by Vadakalai sect which insists on the obser¬ 
vance of the prapatti as a ritualistic act in order to secure the 
grace of God. It contends that if God were to confer a boon like 
moksa without a specific prayer or some effort on the part of an 
individual. He would be open to the criticism of abritrariness. 

The views of the Alvars on the subject of prapatti as a means 
to moksa and the role of Divine grace are stated in the chapter 
on the Doctrine of Sadhana. 1 The hymns of the Alvars convey 
the idea of both the sahetuka-krpd and nirhetuka-krpa but they do 
not imply any conflict between the two. 2 The Alvars have no 
doubt emphasised the need of arul to overcome bondage and 
attain the spiritual goal. But at the same time they have all 
advocated strongly the observance of a sadhana either prapatti or 
bhakti. They have also resorted to prapatti to attain God. If we 
examine the relevant hymns dispassionately without bringing in 
the interpretation of the commentators, we do not find sufficient 
basis for the view that nirhetuka krpd of God, without the obser¬ 
vance of some sadhana , is the means to moksa. 3 

Regarding the theory of kaivalya, the main point of dispute 
is whether or not it is a permanent state of existence for the 
individual soul deprived of Brahmanubhava for ever. Based on 
the teaching of the Bhagavadgitd, the Tenkalai sect holds the view 
that kaivalya is a permanent state of existence for the soul and 
it is ever deprived of Brahmanubhava. On the contrary, the 
Vadakalai sect maintains that the soul even after reaching kaivalya 
can attain moksa proper by doing updsand on Brahman as in the 
case of the updsaka embarking on madhuvidya referred to in the 


1. See Chapter 5. 

2. See Chapter 3, pp. 93-94. 

3. See Chapter 5, pp. 102-03. 
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Vedanta-sutra} 

The views of the Alvar on this subject are stated in the chapter 
on the Doctrine of Supreme Goal. 1 2 Nammalvar looks upon 
expressly kaivalya as an inferior state of liberation, because it 
falls short of the blissful experience of God. But he does not say 
categorically that those who attain the state of kaivalya after 
being liberated from bondage proceed to a supramundane realm 
through the arciradi marga and ever remain there without an 
opportunity for Brahmanubhava: We cannot, therefore, find any 
material in the hymns to support the view of Tenkalai sect on 
this subject. Apparently, it is a theory that was developed in the 
post-Ramanuja period. 

On the question of the observance of the nitya-naimittika karma 
or the mandatory daily rituals by a prapanna, there is a dispute 
between the two sects. Taking its stand on the teaching of the 
Bhagavadgita relating to self-surrender which demands the re¬ 
nouncement of all dharmas (sarva-dharma paritydga), the Tenkalai 
sect holds the view that the prescribed mandatory daily rituals 
are also to be given up as a prerequisite (ahga) of prapatti. The 
Vadakalai sect on the other hand, contends that the renunciation 
of all dharmas do not include the nitya-naimittika karma because 
these are binding on every individual as part of the varndsrama- 
dharma and should not be given up under any circumstances. 
The only difference between a prapanna and the one who has 
embarked on bhakti-yoga is that the former observes it as a 
kaihkarya or divine service for the pleasure of God, whereas the 
latter follows it as subsidiary {ahga) to bhakti-yoga. 

The hymns of Nammalvar refer indirectly to the teachings of 
the Bhagavadgita on both bhakti-yoga and prapatti but they do not 
cover this issue. The hymn in which he exhorts the renounce¬ 
ment of everything ( vldumin murravum), refers to the abandon¬ 
ment of‘attachment to worldly objects and not to the religious 
duties. The Alvars have extolled the orthodox Brahmins who 
scrupulously perform the prescribed daily rituals and Vedic yagas. 
As part of the mode of worship, Nammalvar commends the 


1. See RB on VS L3.32. 

2. See Chapter VI, pp. 170-72. 



244 Philosophy and Theistic Mysticism of the Alvars 

worship of God with the recitation of the Vedic mantras. From 
these statements, it can be inferred that the Alvars have not 
suggested any dispensation of the prescribed rituals by a devo¬ 
tee following either the bhakti-mdrga or prapatti . 

From the foregoing analysis of the views of the Alvars, it may 
be observed that the existing controversies between the two 
Vaisnava sects cannot be traced in their hymns. It cannot also 
be said that the acceptance of the Ubhaya-veddnta and the pos¬ 
sible undue importance given to the Tamil prabandhams as against 
the Sanskrit Vedanta texts have caused the split of the Vaisnava 
community into two sects. It is generally believed that the ten- 
kalai, which literally means southern culture, applies to those 
who give greater prominence to the Tamil prabandhams , whereas 
Vadakalai, which means northern culture, refers to those who 
give greater importance to Sanskrit tradition. This is far from the 
truth. These two terms— Tehkalai and Vadakalai —have come into 
usage to represent the followers of Manavalamamuni and Vedanta 
Desika respectively, the two Acaryas to whom they owe a spe¬ 
cial allegiance in addition to Ramanuja and Nammalvar. Maybe 
a section of Srivaisnavas of Tehkalai sect have shown greater 
devotion to the works of the Alvars since these have greater 
emotional appeal as compared to the terse Sanskrit Vedanta 
texts. Similarly, a section of the Vadakalai Srivaisnavas may 
have given greater importance to the Sanskrit texts than to the 
devotional Tamil hymns of the Alvars. But this kind of partial 
attitude towards the works of Ubhaya-vedanta has not given rise 
to the split of the community, because eminent Vaisnava Acaryas 
belonging to both sects have wholly accepted the authority and 
importance of both $ri-bhdsya of Ramanuja and the Divya- 
prabandham of the Alvars. In fact, it is Vedanta Desika who re¬ 
affirmed the Vedic or Upanisadic status accorded to the Tamil 
Prabandham. Rangaramanuja, Periya Parakalasvami and 
Saksatsvami who were the followers of Vedanta Desika have 
written scholarly commentaries on the Tiruvdymoli. They are 
also scholars in the area or Srl-bhasya. Similarly, Nanjlyar, 
Periyavaccan Pillai and Vadakku Tiruvldipillai, who have writ¬ 
ten extensive commentaries on the Tiruvdymoli have exhibited 
their deep_ knowledge in Srl-bhasya of Ramanuja. Further, the 
Vaisnava Acaryas of both the sects who have written indepen¬ 
dent treatises in Manipravala known as Sampraddya granthas on 
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the esoteric doctrines of Vaisnavism have drawn material both 
from the Sanskrit Vedanta works and Tamil Prabandhams . We 
cannot therefore attribute the split of the community to the 
Divyaprabandham of Alvars. How and when it arose is a matter 
that needs further examination. This task falls outside the scope 
of this book. 

To sum up, the period of the Alvars and their rich poetical 
compositions mark an important stage in the history of Sri 
Vaisnavism. Their sublime songs inspired by intense devotion 
to God and Divine experience contain rich philosophical and 
theological ideas. Their teachings have had a strong influence on 
the Vaisnava Acaryas including Ramanuja. 



GLOSSARY 


Acarya: Spiritual preceptor. 

adhara: the supporter; that which serves as the ground of the 
universe. 

adheya: the supported; that which is supported by God. 
advaita: non-dualism; system of Vedanta associated with 
Samkara. 

Adisesa: divine serpent. 

Adipiran: primordial deity; Narayana. 

Agamas: Revealed scripture; the treatises dealing with modes of 
worship of God and matters relating to temples, 
aisvarya: lordship; one of the six principal attributes of God. 
Alvar: one who is deeply immersed in God's experience; the 
Vaisnava Saints of South India, 
amala: pure; free from defects. 

amsa: a part; an integral part of the complex whole, 
amrta: immortal, 
ananda: bliss; blissful, 
ananta: infinite; countless. 

andadi: a poetical composition in which the last word of the 
preceding verse is used as the first word of the succeeding 
verse. 

antaratma: the indwelling self; the Paramatman who is imma¬ 
nent in all beings. 

Antaryamin: the inner controller; the immanent Supreme Being, 
anu: monad; subtle. 

apauruseya: not ascribed to a human author. 

area: idol of worship; icon; incarnation of God by entering into 



248 Philosophy and Theistic Mysticism of the Alvars 

the idols chosen by devotees, 
aru): grace; compassion, 
atman: the self; the individual self, 
avatara: descent of God; incarnation of God. 
avirbhava: manifestation. 

Bhagavan: God; Visnu; Narayana. 
bhagavata: a devotee of Visnu. 
bhajana: worship; mode of worship, 
bhakti: loving devotion. 

bhakti-yoga: unceasing meditation on God as a means to moksa. 
bheda: difference. 

Brahma: the vedic deity entrusted with the task of creation of 
the universe. 

Brahman: the Ultimate Reality; the personal God according to 
Visistadvaita. 

cetana: sentient being; individual soul, 
cintana: contemplation. 

darsana: direct vision. 

dasa: subordinate; one who is subservient to God. 

daya: compassion. 

devata: vedic deity; celestial being. 

dhyana: meditation. 

divya: divine; sacred. 

divyaprabandham: Divine compositions of Alvars. 


dravida: Tamil, 
dravya: a substance. 

gada: mace; Visnu's weapon. 

gadya: a prose lyric. 

garuda: Divine bird; Visnu's mount. 

ghataka: a mediator. 

grantha (padi): a unit of 32 letters. 

guna: a quality; an attribute. 

guruparampara: the genealogy of preceptors. 
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heya: defect; evil. 

heya-pratyanlka: opposed to everything that is defiling or evil, 
hita: means to achieve the supreme goal. 

Idu: the commentary on the Tiruvaymoli known as 
m uppattiyardyi rappadi. 
indriya: sense organ. 

Isvara: Supreme Ruler; God. 

jiva: individual self. 

jnana: knowledge; consciousness. 

kala: time. 

kama: desire; conjugal love; love towards God. 

karana: cause. 

karunya: compassion. 

khadga: sword; Visnu's weapon. 

krpa: compassion; grace. 

kalyanaguna: auspicious attributes of God. 

ksama: forgiveness. 

kairikarya: loving service; divine service, 
kaivalya: the state of existence of the self in its true form as free 
from bondage; a state of liberation, 
kulapati: the founder seer of the Vaisnava community. 

111a: divine deed; sport. 

manana: logical reflection. 

mantra: esoteric syllables or words signifying spiritual ideas; a 
vedic hymn. 

Manipravala: a style of writing in which Tamil words are inter¬ 
spersed with Sanskrit words; Sanskritised Tamil prose, 
moksa: liberation of soul from bondage; a complete and com¬ 
prehensive experience of Brahman, 
mumuksu: an aspirant for moksa . 

namaskara (namana): offering salutation; self-surrender, 
nayaka: a lover; the beloved Lord, 
nayakl: a maiden; the beloved consort of God. 
nididhyasana: steadfast meditation. 
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nimittakarana: instrumental cause. 

nirhetuka-krpa: unconditioned flow of divine grace or compas¬ 
sion. 

nirvisesa: devoid of all attributes; undifferentiated. 
nitya: eternal. 

nitya-kainkarya: eternal divine service, 
nitya-vibhuti: eternal transcendental realm, 
niyanta: controller of all beings; God. 

para: the highest; the supreme. 

parabhakti: the perfected stage of meditation serving as direct 
means to moksa. 

para-devata: the supreme deity. 

parajnana: vision of God; a stage of meditation giving rise to 
temporary vision of God. 
paramatma: the Supreme Self; God. 
parama-purusartha: the supreme spiritual goal, 
pararh-jyotis: the transcendental light; Brahman, 
paramapada: the supreme abode of Visnu. 
parama-bhakti: the highest state of meditation culminating in 
the liberation of soul. 

Paratattva: the Ultimate Reality; Narayana. 
phala: fruit. 

prabandha: a composition of Tamil hymns of Alvars. 

prabha: light; luminosity. 

pradurbhava: manifestation of God. 

prapatti: total self-surrender to God as the sole refuge. 

prapta: one who seeks to attain God. 

praptivirodha: obstacle in the way of attaining God. 

praptyupaya: means of attaining the supreme goal. 

prapya: the goal to be achieved; God. 

pratikula: disagreeable. 

priti: love; devotion. 

purusakara; an intercede^ mediatrix of grace, 
purusartha: the goal of human endeavour, 
purusottama: the Supreme person; God. 

raksaka: saviour; God. 
rasa: blissful. 

rasakrida: a kind of sportive dance practised by Krsna and the 
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gopis of Brndavan. 
rupa: colour; divine personality. 

rahasya-grantha: a treatise dealing with esoteric doctrines. 
Rudra: a vedic deity entrusted with the task of dissolution of 
the universe; 6iva. 

sadhana: a means adopted to achieve a goal; a spiritual disci- 
pline serving as means to attain God. 
sakti: power, 
saksatkara: direct vision, 
sarhslesa: communion with God. 
samya: equality, 
sanka: conch; Visnu's weapon, 
sarikalpa: will of God. 

saranagati: surrendering to God as the sole refuge, 
sarira: body; that which is necessarily supported and controlled 
by God. 

sarlrin: the owner of the sarira; God. 
sarvajna: omniscient, 
satyakama: ever desired God. 

Yaranga: bow; divine weapon, 
satta: existence. 

satyasarikalpa: firm resolve of God. 

saulabhya: easy accessibility; a divine attribute. 

sesa: one who exists for the purpose of God; the dependent. 

sesin: one who utilizes the sesa for his purpose; the Lord. 

sesavrtti: Divine service. 

sevya: to be sought as supreme goal. 

Sriyahpati: the consort of Goddess Sri. 
sausllya: gracious condescension, 
subha: auspicious. 

svabhava: essential attribute of an entity, 
svarupa: the essential nature of an entity. 

tanian: reverential verse; a verse paying obeiscance to a precep¬ 
tor. 

tapas: austerity. 

tattva: the ultimate reality. 

tejas: splendour. 

Tirumal: Lord Visnu; Sriyahpati. 
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tulasl: basil leaf considered as holy and dear to Visnu. 

upabrahmana: that which elucidates the meaning of the Sruti 
texts. 

upadanakarana: material cause, 
ubhaya: twofold; dual. 

ubhaya-lihga: the twofold characteristic of Brahman, 
ubhaya-vedanta: Vedanta developed on the basis of the 
Upanisads and the hymns of the Alvars, 
upaya: means; the spiritual discipline adopted for moksa. 

vatsalya: tender affection; an attribute of God. 

vaibhava: greatness; glory. 

vibhava: one of the forms of avatara of Visnu. 

vibhu: all-pervasive; infinite. 

vibhuti: property or glory of God. 

vigraha: image of God. 

virya: valour. 

vislesa: separation from God. 
visesana: a quality; an attribute. 

Visnupatnl: the beloved consort of Visnu. 

Visvaksena: the divine angel. 

vyuha: one of the five forms of incarnation of God. 

yajana: one of the modes of worship of God. 
yuga: epoch, 
yuva: youth. 
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nificance of area 98-99, 100-101; 
antaryami 101-2; anuprave^a 15, 223 

Bhagavadglta passim, teaching of 
bhakti-yoga in 121, 126-27, 130 
Bhagavad-gunas, see Divine attributes 
Bhagava tas (devotees of Visnu), religion 
of 232; service to, see Bhagavata¬ 
ka inkarya 

Bhagava t-ka inkarya (Divine service) 26, 
as parama-puru^artha 145,146, 239, 
see also Kainkarya 
Bhagavata-kairikarya, 26, 28, 118-19 
Bhagavad-visayam, 90, 255 
Bhagavata-purana, antiquity of 12-13; 
reference to Alvars in 11-12; modes 
of bhakti in 147-8; mysticism in 184, 
214. 

Bhagavata-£e$atva, theory of 118-19, 
238; views of Alvars reg. 118-19. 
bhakti, meaning of 153; Nammalvar's 
view on 154; nine modes of 103,128; 
higher states of 154-55, 186, 238; 
emotional aspect of 155-56; as a goal 
132, 136. 

bhakti-yoga, theory of 126; as sadhana 
to mok$a 121; the feature of 127; 
arigas of 126,127,128,130; views of 
Nammajvar on 122-23; views of 
other Alvars on 135-39 
BhudevI, as consort of God 65, as per¬ 
sonification of Jt$ama 64, 66; relative 
ontological status of 64-65, 67 
Brahma, catuimukha, origin of 54-55; 
subordinate status of 18, 54, 55-57; 
cosmic function of 58-59 
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Brahman, see paratattva and Narayana; 
definition of 39 

Brahmanubhava, also Brahma- 
saksatkara, 143, 147, 148, 149, 155, 
242-43 

carama-sloka, 33, 229 
commentaries, on Divyaprabandham 
33-34; see also Aravirappadi and Idu 
muppattiyarayarappLdi 

devotion, see bhakti 
Divinity, see God 

Divine attributes (bhagavad-gunas), in¬ 
finite number of 71; classification of 
71, 72; essential 37-38, 42, 71; sec¬ 
ondary 71, 74-83; as related to 
Sarve£vara 73-74, 77; as related to 
divine body (vigraha) 86; as revealed 
during avataras 96, 97; as exhibited 
in the deeds (lllas) 105, 106, 107; 
anandatva 38, 71; anantatva 70; 
amalatva 29, 44, 71; 

aparadhasahatva 166; a£ritaraksatva 
166; a£ritaikarasya 167; aisvarya 77; 
audarya 82; bandhutva 82-83; bala 
76; jnana 74-75; Krpa, also Kamnya 
80-82; paratva 106; £akti 75; 
saulabhya 78, 96, 107, 163; sauSflya 
78-79; tejas 76; vatsalya 79, 80, 107 
Divine body (vigraha), 83; spiritual 
character of 84; beauty of 85-86, 87- 
88 justification for 90; ornaments and 
weapons on 88-89 
Divine deeds (lilas), 103, 106. 

Divine incarnations, see avatara 
Divine hymns, see Divyaprabandham 
Divine service, see kainkarya 
Divyaprabandham, also prabandham 
passim, meaning of 2; names and 
classification of 32-33; distinctive 
character of 2; topics covered in 5- 
6; as source-book for Visistadvaita 
Vedanta 3, 225; as Tamil Veda 221- 
25; as an exposition of Vaisnava 
doctrines 33, 229; its influence on 
Ramanuja 234-240; commentaries on 
33-34 

Divyasuricaritam, 10 
Dramidopanisat-tatparya-ratnavall, 21- 


34 

Dravida Veda also Dramida Uparusad, 
3, 21, 222 

dvaya mantra, 39, 229 

gadyas, of Ramanuja 236, 238 
God, doctrine of 79; 53; as Narayana 61; 
as Sriyahpati 60; as Sarvesvara 54, 
73; as jagat karana 39-40; as Lord of 
nityavibhuti 73; attributes of 74-82; 
as giver of moksa 59, 74; cosmic 
functions of 39, 104-105; deeds of 
103, 106; incarnations of 95-97; as 
means and goal 146; see also 
Narayana, Paratattva and Divine 
attributes 

Goddess, the doctrine of 60; see also Sri, 
Bhu and Nila 

grace (arul), the concept of 139; its re¬ 
lation to sadhana 140-41; see also 
krpa 

guruparampara, works relating to 10; 
tradition of 234, 240 

heya-pratyanika, God as 42-43 
hita (means of attainment), see sadhana 

icon, also idol of worship, see area 
Idu Muppattiyarayarappadi passim, as 
important commentary on 
Tiruvaymoli 35; see also 
Vadakkutiruvldi PiUai 
individual self, see jiva 
Irandam-tiruvandadi, 17, 32 

jiva, also jlvatman (md’vidual self), doc¬ 
trine of 109; types of 111; cause of 
bondage to 111-12; removal of bond¬ 
age of 114-16; as agent of action 
(kartd) 115; freedom of 115-16; rela¬ 
tion of Isvara to 116-18; as amsa of 
God 115; as §esa to bhagavatas 118- 
19; see also bhagavata-Sesatva 
jnana, as svarupa of God 74; as an es¬ 
sential attribute of God 74-75; as 
svarupa and attribute of soul 110 
jnana-yoga, 126-27, 130, 147 

kamnya, see krpa 

kainkarya (divine service), in the state 
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of moksa 145-46, 147, 186 for 
bhagavatas 28, 118 

kaivalya, the theory of 147; views of 
Nammalvar reg. 147-48; Pillan's 
view reg. 149; controversy reg. 149, 
242-43 

kalyana guna, see Divine attributes 
kanninum-siruttambu, 22, 32 
karma, as cause of bondage 111-12,114, 
115 

karma-yoga, 126-27 
krpa (also karunya), as an attribute of 
God 80-81; as sahetuka and 
nirhetuka 81-82, 96, 115; controver¬ 
sy reg. 81, 242; see also grace 
Kr$na-bhakti 155-56 
Krsna-lllas 176-77, 196-97 
Kulasekhara Alvar, life and works of 
25-26; mysticism of 214-19 

lilas, see Divine deeds 

madal, concept of 31, 174; observance 
of by Nammalvar 174-75; 
Tirumangai's presentation of 187 
Madhurakavi Alvar, life and works of 
22; as an example of acarya-bhakti 22 
manasa-saksatkara (yogic perception), 
163, 164 

manipravala, meaning of 3; purpose of 
the adoption of 233; works in 10, 33, 
34, 234 

moksa also vldu, upanisadic theory of 
143-44; theological concept of 145- 
47; Nammalvar's view on 144-45; as 
sayujya 145, 186 
Mudal tiruvandadi, 17, 32 
Munram-tiruvandadi 17, 32 
Mysticism theistic, definition of 151-52; 
as different aspects of bhakti 153- 
54; patterns of 157; philosophic sig¬ 
nificance of 158-62; symbologies in 
159-162; of Nammalvar 162-65; of 
Tirumangai Alvar 186-87; of Andal 
199; of Kulasekharalvar 244; of 
Periyalvar 208; mental perception of 
God in 164; state of separation 
(viraha) from God in, 164-179, 187- 
90, 192-93, 203-4; state of commun¬ 
ion ( samslesa ) with God in 179-85; 


final phase of Nammalvar's 185-86; 
final phase of Andal's 207-8; nayaka- 
nayaklbhava in 157, 159-60; 

vatsalya-bhava in 158,186,196, 208- 
217; mystic's physical and mental 
conditions in 168-70, 190-92, 205-6; 
joyful experience of a mystic in 179- 
80, 182, 183, 209-11, 212-13; contem¬ 
plation of the deeds and glory of God 
in 176-77. 193-94, 201-2, 211-13 

Nacciyar Tirumoli, 25; mysticism in 199- 
20U 

Nalayira-divyaprabandham, see Divya- 
prabandham 

Nammalvar (also Satakopan, 
Parankusa) passim, life and works 
of 18-22; as incarnation of 
Visvaksena 13, 18; as nitya-samsari 
18; as prapannajana-kutastha 124; 
mysticism of 239; his influence on 
Ramanuja 134-35; Vaisnava sects 
and 240, 241^4 

Nanmukan-tiruvandadi, 18, 32, 56 
Narada-bhakti sutra, 157, 214 
Narayana (also Visnu, Brahman), im¬ 
plication of the term 53, 54; as Su¬ 
preme Being (paratattva) 54, 55; as 
Sriyahpati 60; his place among trin¬ 
ity of Gods 54-56; as jagatkarana 58; 
as inner controller (antaratma) of all 
deities 58-59; as Lord of Nityasuris 
94; as sole refuge 94; as giver of 
moksa 59, 73-74; see also Paratattva 
and God 

Narayana-mantra (also astaksara), 30, 
33, 229 

Nathamuni, 19, 22, 232 
Nayaka-nayakibhava, theological sig¬ 
nificance of 159-60; see also mysti¬ 
cism 

Nila (also Goda and Ayarmadamakal), 
as consort of Visnu 64; as incarna¬ 
tion of BhudevI 66; ontological sta¬ 
tus of 64 

Nitya-kainkarya, as spiritual goal 145- 
47, 150, 184, 236, 239 
nitya-naimittika karma, 243 
nitya-suris, 73, 89, 94, 111; Alvars as 
incarnation of 15 
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nitya-vibhuti, 73 

organic relation, see Sarlra-Sarirabhava 

pada-sevana, see kairikarya 
para-brahman, see Brahman 
parabhakti, 154-55, 156, 238 
pa raj nan a, 155, 238 
parama-bhakti, 155, 185, 238 
naramapada, 91.. 94. 95.. 102, 144.. 147, 
163; see also Vaikuntha 
paramatma, see God 
paramapumsartha (supreme goai), the 
doctrine of 145; see also moksa 
paratattva (ultimate Reality), the doc¬ 
trine of 37; Nammalvar's view reg. 
the nature of 37-38, 39-42 43-45; as 
Narayana 39,52-53; as Sriyahpati 60; 
as material cause 40; as free from 
defects 42-45; as universal soul 
(£arlrl) 45; as antaratma 41-42; see 
also God and Narayana; see also 
Vaikuntha 

pararikuSa, see Nammalvar 
Periyalvar also Visnucitta, life and 
works of 23-24,32; mysticism of 208- 
14 

periya-tirumadal, 31 
periya-tirumoli, 30; mysticism in 186- 
87 

Periyalvar Tirumoli, 23, 24, 208 
periya-tiruvandadi, 20, 32 
Perumal Tirumoli, 26, 32, 208 
Peyalvar, 13, 16, 32 
Poygai Alvar, 13, 16, 32 
Putattalvar, 13, 16, 32 
Pillan, Tirukkurukaipiran passim, his 
commentary on Tiruvaymoli 33-34 
prapatti (also $aranagati, nyasa), theo¬ 
ry of 131,132-33; components of 133; 
prerequisites of 133; observance of 
by Nammalvar 125, 132-35; views 
of Nammalvar on 122-25,126; views 
of Tirumarigai and other Alvars on 
135-39; controversy reg. the theory 
of 241-42 

purusakaratva, the concept of 62 

Ramanuja passim, works of 235-36; in¬ 
fluence of Alvars on 237-40 


Ramanuja-nuccandadi, 33 
Reality, the Ultimate, doctrine of 37; see 
paratattva, Narayana 
Rudra (Siva) origin of 56; subordinate 
status of 56-57; his place among Trin¬ 
ity; cosmic function of 58 

Sadhana, also upaya (means to moksa), 
doctrine of 121, see also bhakti-yoga 
and prapatti 

Saivism, works of Saiva devotees 2, 17 
samslesa (communion with God), 156, 
164; mystic experience of God dur¬ 
ing, 179-185; see also mysticism 
Sarira-Sarlribhava (organic relation), 
theory of 45; Nammalvar's exposi¬ 
tion of 46, 48-51, 52, 237 
£aranagati, see prapatti 
Saulabhya, see Divine attributes 
£ausilya, see Divine attributes 
sesa-vrtti (divine service), see kairikarya 
Siriya-tirumadal 32; enumeration of 
verse in 33 

6ri, Goddess (also LaksmI), as consort 
of Visnu 60; her inseparability from 
God 60-61; as upaya to moksa 61-62; 
her role as purusakara 62-63; 241; as 
giver of moksa E>1; ontological sta¬ 
tus of 63-64,65; doctrinal difference 
of Vaisnava sects reg. 241 
Sriyahpati, see Narayana 
£uddhasatva 84, 101 
Supreme Being, see Paratattva 
Supreme goal, see paramapumsartha 

Tamil Veda, see Divya-prabandham and 
Tiruvaymoli 

Tenkalai, implication of the term 288; 
doctrinal difference with Vadakalai 
90-91, 149, 242-43 
Tiruccanda viruttam, 18, 32 
Timkkuruntandakam, 31, 32 
Tirumalai, 27, 32 
Tiruneduntandakam, 32 
Tiruppallandu, 23, 24, 32, 209 
Tiruppailiyelucci, 27, 32 
Tiruppanalvar, 14, 28-29 
Tiruppavai, 20, 32, 199 
fimvaciriyam, 20, 32 
Tiruvaymoli passim, contents of 20-21, 
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228-29; commentaries on 3,33-34,35; 
as dravida veda 3, 21, 222; as Tamil 
Vedanta 225-29, 230; as 

upabrahmana 225; see also divya- 
prabandham 

Tirumarigai Alvar (also Parakalan, 
Kaliyan), life and works of 29-32; 
mysticism of 186 

Tondaradippodi Alvar, 26-27; his con¬ 
tribution to Vaisnava theology 28 
Tirumalisai Alvar, 13, 17, 32, 56 
Tiruvelukurrirukkai, 31 
Tiruviruttam, 20, 32 

ubhaya-iingatva, 45 
ubhaya-vedanta, the concept of 230; im¬ 
plication of the term 233-36; 
manipravala works of 236 
ultimate Reality, the doctrine of 37; see 
paratattva 

upasana, see bhakti-yoga 

Vadakkutiruvidi piljai passim, his com¬ 
mentary on Tiruvaymoli 34, 35; his 
view on status of Goddess Sri 63 
Vadakalai, implication of the term 244; 
doctrinal difference with Tenkalai 
93-81, 240-41, 242-43 
Vaikuntha see also Paramapada 
vairagya, 150, 176 

Vaisnavism (also Vaisnava theology) 
passim, phases in the historical de¬ 
velopment of 2; tenets of 1, 81, 84, 
90, 91, 95, 118, 132, 238 


Vaisnava Saints see Alvars 
Vaisnava sects, see Tenkalai and 
Vadakalai 

vatsalya-bhava 157, 158; 184; see also 
mysticism 
vidu see moksa 
viraha-bhakti, 155, 156 
vislesa (also viraha), 156, 164; see also 
mysticism 

Visnu, see Narayana 
Visnucitta, see Periyalvar 
Visvaksena, as a nityasuri 89, 
Nammalvar as an incarnation of 13 
Vedanta, Visistadvaita passim, funda¬ 
mental topics of 7, 37, 70, 121, 227, 
central doctrine of 45, 237 
Vedanta Desika passim, his view on the 
divine nature of Alvars 12 his rec¬ 
ognition of Tiruvaymoli as Dravida 
Upanisad 21, 34, 222; on 

Madhurakavi 22; on Panalvar 29; on 
Tirumoli 30; his view on the main 
topics of Tiruvaymoli 228-29 
Vedanta-sutra passim, on the nature of 
Brahman 39, 40, 43, 104; on the na¬ 
ture of pva 115,116; on sadhana 121; 
on Supreme goal 143 
Visistadvaita Vedanta, see Vedanta 
vyuha, see incarnation 

worship, modes of 128, 130; see also 
bhakti 

Yamuna (Alavandar) 235 
yatirajavaibhava, 235 
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